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	A Message from the Curator

	Greetings, reader. If you are reading this, you may already be familiar with a man by the name of Deacon. If not, you shall soon learn of him, as this collection bears his name with good reason. Though he is not without his flaws, the man has been tireless in his chronicling of what he rightly identified as the most important moments of his times. Through his efforts both mundane and mystical he has dredged up endless information that would have otherwise been lost to the ages. This is by no measure the whole of his writings, which reach far beyond the lifetime and perception of any normal man. However, some years ago it struck me that as comprehensive as his record has become, it has also become untenably diffuse. Beyond the books which he himself keeps and guards, tomes I have come to call The Memoire and The Grimoire, the written histories he’s worked so hard to assemble have become exceedingly difficult to find. They have followed him to places which others cannot go, and thus might never have been seen by the greater world he has so fervently served. He would be the first to observe that such an outcome is precisely the opposite of his intention in creating these records. And so, it has fallen to me to gather them.

	Who I am is inconsequential. You have read of me, or will read of me, in the pages that follow. I am privy to all Deacon has seen and much he has not. We have what I am comfortable calling a mutual respect. It is out of that respect that I have begun to gather his key records. Admittedly, my selections may seem haphazard. The same can be said of their ordering. Both Deacon and I share, among other things, a distinctive relationship with chronology that has led us to think in ways far less linear than most.

	For your benefit, the tales have been gathered into a specific order. This order is not according to any clock or calendar. It is not the order in which they occurred, nor is it the order in which they were written. It is, as best as one can determine from a man’s intention, the order in which they were meant to be read. If you are new to this story, it is my recommendation that you read this message no further and instead begin where Deacon intended, a story aptly named The Book of Deacon. The information below may introduce you to things better revealed in their due course.

	Those already familiar with the tales, on the other hand, may be curious how exactly each tale fits into the flow of time. As such, for your benefit, I shall below arrange them into an informal ordering I’ve developed to help one understand their place in the grander scheme. All years are measured from a point in time that shaped the world irrevocably, the beginning of The Perpetual War.

	 

	The Age of the Shadow: Year 0 - 155

	This era is so named because it was during these years that a being known as The Red Shadow was shaped into the figure he would be when fate called upon him to make his greatest contribution. It begins with his birth, an event which occurred just days before the Perpetual War began.

	The Rise of the Red Shadow

	Entwell Origins: Ayna

	 

	The Age of the Chosen: Year 155 – ~250

	This era begins with the moment fate saw fit to begin making its selections of what warriors would rise to its defense in its greatest time of need.

	The Book of Deacon

	The Great Convergence

	The Battle of Verril

	 

	The Age of Ignorance: Year ~250 - ~1250

	A dark time in the history of the world, its exact start and end at best uncertain and at worst unknowable. During this time the people of the world grew distrustful of the teachings of old and allowed themselves to slip into darkness.

	Jade

	The Stump and the Spire

	 

	I hope this information has been enlightening, and likewise do I hope that the lessons of the pages below do not fall upon deaf ears. A world is shaped by the scars of its mistakes, and though those scars are necessary and proper, there is nothing to be gained by blindly repeating those same mistakes. Read, learn, and enjoy. It may well keep you and your children from facing the same trials that very nearly brought a noble world to ruin.

	-The Curator 
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	Book One

	 

	Joseph R. Lallo

	 


 

	Foreword

	The Book of Deacon is the first book I wrote, but interestingly, not the first one I intended to write. When I was a little kid some friends and I dreamed up this silly story, largely inspired by a series of games known as either Dragon Warrior or Dragon Quest depending on your region and era. This was the book I had intended to write. In it, I would tell of the exciting tale of a group of warriors descended from great warriors of the past. I started and abandoned that story a number of times, but eventually I realized it seemed silly to tell a story about descendants without first establishing who the ancestors were. Since by this time I was a bit older and a bit better at storytelling, this new story became more interesting to me, and it eventually filled a stack of spiral notebooks. After trimming it as much as I could, it was still over one thousand pages long, so I decided to split it into parts.

	My original intension was to traditionally publish. Actually, that’s not true. My original intention was to let it sit on a shelf and never even tell most of my family members that I’d ever written it. A few friends gently, then aggressively, suggested I do otherwise. I’ve got a low tolerance for rejection, though. After a few dozen agents either ignored me or rejected me, all but one having done so without even asking to see a sample of the book, I was ready to give up. Those same friends convinced me to take the indie author route. The rest is history. I hope you enjoy the story. My new life began with these words.


Chapter 1

	The end of an era is always a time of great importance. Sweeping change. Advancing into a new age. These are surely things worthy of a place in the memory of a people. Too often, though, it is a single event that brings about the most direct change that receives the attention. The blow that ends the battle, the last brick to fall. In our worship of these moments, these endings, we neglect the journeys, the trials, the hardships, and the battles endured to make them possible.

	Whosoever is fortunate enough to find this book shall finally hear the greatest of these tales. I have spent much of my life piecing together the words that follow. Most of what you shall read comes from the mouths of the people who lived it. It is my hope, in recording the path taken by these heroes, that those in the years to come will not be blind to the dangers that threatened this world once before. If the unthinkable is once again allowed to come to pass, perhaps the knowledge and the deeds of the heroes of old will stir others to their greatness.

	The tale you shall read is of the Perpetual War. If you live in a time or a place that has allowed you to forget this dark era, consider yourself fortunate. To be ignorant of these events is a blessing. However, knowledge of the evils of old is the only protection against their return.

	The Perpetual War, at the start of our tale, had been plaguing the world for one and a half centuries. It was a conflict that divided our people. The large farming kingdom, Tressor, formed half of the conflict. It was a land of fertile fields, a land of plenty, that covered most of the southern part of the continent and was home to more than half of the people of the world. They opposed a union of the three remaining kingdoms--Kenvard, Ulvard, and Vulcrest--that had come to be known to its people as the Northern Alliance, and by its enemies as the Nameless Empire. This was a land of snowy fields, dense forests, and icy mountains. Despite a vast disadvantage in strength and size, this Alliance had managed to withstand decade after decade of battle. This conflict was a constant part of the lives of all, and is the reason that what follows must be told.

	My place in this tale is small. There are others better suited to put to words what came to pass, but most have taken their final steps down their own paths. Thus it falls to me, lest the tale go untold. I shall endeavor to recount the events in as straightforward and impersonal a manner as possible. Do not imagine this as a tale told by a man. It is merely a record. Words on a page. Words that tell of the most unlikely of events, beginning in the most unlikely of places . . .

	#

	The end of the fall had only just come, and already the air could chill one to the bone. Of course, this far north, one could seldom expect anything else. It was not the cold that bothered her, though. She'd dealt with that all of her life. Pulling the tattered remnants of her uncle's old cloak closer about her, she pressed on.

	As Myranda strained her eyes against the blistering wind, she saw nothing more than horizon. It would likely be another full day of walking before she saw anything but the unbroken field ahead of her. She shook her head, a faint frown cracking her dry lips.

	"I should have known," she said aloud to herself. "He seemed a shade too eager to give me directions."

	Myranda had taken to talking to herself to fill the long, lonely, and all too frequent trips like these. With no companion, the only thing likely to interrupt the ceaseless howl of the wind was the periodic noisy complaints from her stomach. That much concerned her. She could afford to buy no supplies in the last town, and no tavern or inn had been willing to serve her thanks to a simple yet disastrous slip of the tongue. Anyone could have made the same mistake. In another time, it might have gone unnoticed--or, at least, unchallenged--but in the world of her birth it was inexcusable.

	Two older women had been standing in the street, discussing the most recent news of the war. These days one would be hard-pressed to find a different topic of discussion. In this instance, it seemed that the Northern Alliance had pushed back a rather sizable advance. After three long, bloody days of battle, the Alliance troops had managed to take back the very same piece of land that they had started on. The cost of this maintenance of status quo was the lives of the better half of the troops in the area. In and of itself, such a tale was anything but notable. Indeed, a day without such a battle was rarer than a day with one. The difference on this day was that the Tresson army had lost even more.

	The two women cackled and bragged over the victory, each telling exaggerated tales of their nearest war-going relative. "My boy promised to kill three of those swine just for me," one would say. Another would respond triumphantly that all four of her children had made the same promise. It was during this exchange that Myranda made her fateful slip.

	"All of those lives . . . wasted," she had said with sorrow.

	Wasted! Having your child give his or her life for the cause was the greatest honor a mother could hope for. To speak of such noble efforts as a waste was tantamount to treason. How dare this wandering woman speak ill of the war! After countless generations, it had ceased to be a simple struggle between two lands and had become a way of life. Those who opposed this sacred tradition of noble battle were unwelcome. That one word--wasted--may as well have sealed the poor girl's doom. It had kept her from filling her pack and from filling her belly. Worse still, it had led a seemingly good man to send her through this frozen waste, claiming it to be the fastest way to the next town.

	She shook her head again. It was one lesson that she could not bring herself to learn. If someone was going to tell a lie, they would tell it with a smile. Now she found no less than a day of solid travel between herself and another human being. The cold was tightening its grip on the icy field with each passing moment. In perhaps an hour, the last glow of the sun would leave the sky, taking with it the meager warmth it had cast upon the world. The cold of the day was unbearable, but the night was unlivable. Worse, there was a darkness due to the impenetrable sheet of clouds overhead that warned of a snowfall in the coming hours. She had yet to find a replacement for her thin summer blanket, and she could neither afford nor carry a tent. If Myranda was to survive this night, she would need a fire.

	Alas, there were but three types of terrain in this land: vast, treeless fields; dense, forbidding forests; and rocky, impassable mountains. She found herself in the first, an icy, barren stretch of land with not a plant to burn for warmth save some sparse grass and tough lichens. Neither would be good for producing anything more than smoke and ash. She scanned the endless horizon for a tree, a bush, anything that could yield a flame. Finding none, she made ready to bed down where she was and hope for the best.

	Just as she stopped, the last rays of the setting sun peeking through a rare break in the cloud cover reflected their crimson radiance back from the east. After squinting, rubbing her eyes, and blinking only to find the fading twinkle still present in the distance, she was convinced that whatever it was, it was real.

	"It was probably nothing," she said. She glanced back in the direction she'd come, then in the direction she'd been heading. "Which beats every other direction, where there is certainly nothing."

	To fill the time as she approached the mystery object, and to take her mind off of the rather dire position she found herself in, she busied her imagination with thoughts of what it might be.

	"Shiny . . . a mirror. Perhaps a caravan of nomads came by and dropped wares. Or perhaps it is a jewel. A dozen or a hundred jewels. And gold, too. A king's ransom left behind by some daring thief where no one would ever find it, in no man's land. Ha, that would be my luck. To find a pile of treasure when all I need is a pile of wood," she said to herself.

	The time passed quickly as she dreamed up objects and ways to explain them. She'd not yet reached the object when the sun's rays failed, leaving her without a reflection to guide her. Her sense of direction was nearly flawless--a fortunate fact, as it was all she had left to lead her to the mysterious object. The sunset-painted clouds gave little in the way of light, but night brought utter darkness. Neither moon nor stars could hope to break through the solid sheet of gray overhead. That was no different from any other night, though. Even without the stars to follow, one found ways to stay on course in this land.

	In the thick blackness that surrounded her, she literally stumbled over what she was looking for. There was what seemed to be a large mound of rocks surrounded by a liquid that was sticky, despite the cold that would have frozen most things. There was also a bundle of irregular metal plates that she heard clang and crunch as she stepped on them.

	"What happened here?" she asked no one in particular as she tripped blindly through the obstacle course she'd found. Two more steps, though, brought a squeaky crunch that made her heart skip a beat. It was the sound of icy wood. She must have stumbled into the remains of a camp site, and now stood ankle-deep in her salvation.

	She knelt by the fireplace and began to pull away the icy crust that eventually formed over anything that remained outside long enough. Soon all that remained was the powdery remains of the fire that had occupied this place not long before. It was bone dry and better than kindling. A single spark and she would have a fire in no time. The overjoyed young lady pulled her flint from one of her tattered pockets and reached blindly for one of the metal plates she'd heard clang free when she'd nearly tripped over it. She struck the flint to the metal and in moments had a warm bed of embers. A few moments more and the largest of the charred pieces of wood had caught, casting a delicious warmth and light on her immediate surroundings.

	Now, with light enough to see what she held in her hand, she looked over the piece of metal. It was oddly shaped and not nearly polished enough to have caused the reflection that had led her here. On the curved interior of the metal plate, she found a few torn leather straps bolted to it. The outside bore an embossed symbol that looked to be a crest--one that she did not recognize.

	"It must be a piece of armor," she decided, turning it about one last time.

	Satisfied that the fire was in no danger of going out, Myranda stood to inspect the strange place she'd wandered into. She found the bundle she'd stepped on and could now clearly see that it was indeed a full suit of plate armor. It appeared to be badly damaged and fairly frozen to the ground.

	"Why would an empty suit of armor be in the middle of a field?" she wondered aloud. The answer came quickly and brought a chill to her spine that the iciest of wind never could. It was not empty.

	She backed slowly away, dropping the piece she held. Myranda hated death above all else, a fact that had made her life a good deal more miserable than those of the war-hardened villagers who shunned her. They saw death not only as a necessary part of life, but a positive one, a source of glory, respect, and honor. They heaped more praise upon a fallen soldier than the poor man or woman could ever have hoped for in life, a fact that bothered Myranda all the more.

	As she moved away from the body, her eyes darted all over. Something caught her panicked gaze and froze her in her tracks. Peeking out from beneath the frost-covered shield was a patch of coarse brown cloth. A pack! One could not live in a time of war and not know what such soldier's packs contained. Money, water--and, best of all, food. The body could not be more than a few days old. In this cold, the rations in his pack would still be edible.

	Myranda may have hated death, but if being near to a corpse for a few minutes could save her life, she would not hesitate. She grasped what little of the cloth was visible and pulled with all of her might, but it was no use. The pack was frozen to the ground and pinned beneath the heavy shield. If she wanted to free the pack and its precious contents, she would need something to pry the metal sheet off of it.

	Myranda's eyes swept across the cluttered campsite. Surely there must be something she could use, but what? The chest plate from the corpse? It had been partially torn free, but the thought of tearing the piece of armor from the fallen soldier's ice-cold body turned her stomach. Not nearly enough, though, to make her forget how starved she really was. Reluctantly, she locked her cold-numbed fingers around the frost-covered metal and threw her weight against it. After three failed attempts, she kicked the plate in frustration, her other foot slipping on a patch of loose snow. She lost her balance and tumbled to the ground, her head striking something far harder than ice.

	The impact dizzied her. As she rolled to her knees, she punched the ground. The food that could keep her alive for another day was mere inches away and she could not get it. It was maddening. Myranda rubbed her sore head and looked up with her blurred vision to see what had delivered the painful blow. The light of the fire danced on a highly polished, almost mirrored surface. Even before her eyes had regained their focus, she knew that this was the object that had led her here.

	Standing out of the frozen earth was a sword that was beyond elegant. The hilt was covered with a myriad of different jewels. The blade itself, at first seeming to be a flawless surface, revealed itself to be engraved with an exquisite design, composed of countless lines as thin and delicate as a spider's web. It was a weapon unlike any she'd seen before. The price of a single jewel from the hilt could keep food in the bellies and clothes on the backs of an entire family for a year. The sword as a whole could easily provide her with a lifetime of luxury and leisure far greater than she could ever imagine.

	The value of the sword did not concern her--at least, not at this moment. Regardless of the price it might fetch in the future, at the moment it represented a far greater find. It was the means to extract the only thing that mattered to her right now, the food that would give her the strength to leave this frozen wasteland. It represented life itself. When her senses at last returned to her in full, she reached out to the lifesaving tool.

	The very instant she touched her skin to the ornate handle of the exceptional blade, she felt a crisp, sharp burning. It originated in her palm and shot straight down her arm. She hit the ground hard, agonized and trying desperately to pull her hand from the torturous burning. Her fingers, though, would not obey her. Instead they locked tightly about the source of the torment and would not release. The pain grew to the point that Myranda was certain it would force her into unconsciousness. She was a heartbeat from blacking out when the pain relented, her fingers loosened and her hand came free.

	Myranda gasped for breath, cradling the afflicted hand. What was it that had just happened to her? Had she triggered a booby trap? She turned her watering eyes to her left hand, fearful of the state she might find it in. Her survival was unlikely enough without a wound to deal with. Slowly she opened her fingers. To her great relief, the palm was merely red and tender, as though she'd scalded it in hot water. A simple bandage would suffice. Myranda pulled herself back to the fireside to recover.

	"This is why I hate weapons. I find a sword and it manages to injure me twice without once being held by its owner," she said, eying the offending tool angrily.

	Myranda touched the tender hand to the lump that had already formed on her head from the first encounter with the blasted weapon. She cursed the blade over and over again in her mind, never once thinking about the fact that if her head had found one of the weapon's cutting edges when she'd fallen, she would not have lived to suffer. When she was through letting her anger pour out at the sword, she stared broodingly into the fire and tore a bit of her inadequate blanket to treat her hand. As she did, light from the flame danced on the ground around her. Slowly her hungry eyes drifted to the sword, then to the pack, then back to the sword . . .

	"No! It would take a fool to try to grab that blade again. I have lasted for days without food. One more day will not kill me. Besides, that food is probably rancid. It has been out in the open for at least a number of days. Why risk burning the other hand to free some spoiled food?" she reasoned aloud.

	Her stomach growled loudly.

	"Of course, the touch to the sword wasn't that bad. It did not kill me. After all, it was probably a booby trap, and how likely is it that it would be set to trigger more than once? It is cold out, so the food has probably been preserved fairly well," she reasoned again, this time the hunger getting the better of her.

	She moved carefully toward the weapon and, extending her bandaged hand to the handle, while keeping the rest of her body as far from the blade as possible, touched her fingers to it. She cringed at the expected onslaught, but when none came she knew it would be safe to use the hand that still had some strength in it. She wrapped her right fingers around the grip and pulled, but the icy ground held tightly to the sword, allowing only the slightest movement. Myranda put her left hand around the grip as well and pulled as best she could. On a normal day the sword would have come free quite easily, but hunger had robbed her of more strength than she knew. Had she not taken the chance tonight to free the food, the morning would have found her without the strength to stand.

	Finally, the weapon came free. She dragged the sword across the icy earth and slid its tip beneath the edge of the huge shield.

	"I am very sorry about this, sir," she grunted to her fallen benefactor. "I do realize how disrespectful this is." Grunt. "But I am left with very little choice."

	Several minutes of prying and apologizing later, she'd cracked the icy buildup and freed the pack. Eagerly, she pulled it open. Savior! Salted meat and hard biscuit. By no means a banquet, but it was more than enough to save her. The food was well past its prime, but so long as it was still edible, it would serve its purpose. Aside from the food, she found a small bag of copper coins and a rock-hard frozen flask of water. There was also a pan for cooking and something that roused her spirits even higher. There were two loops of fabric across the top of the pack that could be only one thing.

	"Tent straps! You had a tent, stranger! And if you had a tent, then I have a tent. I just have yet to find it," Myranda said.

	Grabbing the unlit portion of the largest stick in the fire, Myranda held the makeshift torch, swept it about near to the ground. Before long, she found what was left of the tent. It was flat against the ground and crusted with ice, one of the supports shattered. Myranda set what was left of the tiny tent near the smoldering fire. The heat slowly filled the half-collapsed cloth shelter and gave her the first comfort she had felt in days.

	She had only just fastened the tent flap when a heavy, wet snow began to fall. Myranda put the pan on the coals and heated some of the food she'd found, smiling to herself about her accuracy in detecting the coming snow. It was a skill to be able to read the clouds. The northern lands were shrouded in thick, gray clouds for most of the year. One could not simply see clouds on the horizon and predict rain. It was more a feeling, a nearly imperceptible change in the color of the gray, a new quality to the wind. Even she wasn't quite sure how she knew, but whether it was to be rain or snow, hail or sleet, she always knew. It was a gift.

	She nearly burned herself as she snatched the meat eagerly from the pan. She had stood the hunger this long, but the smell of the cooking food made the pain a thousand times worse. Myranda took her first bite of food in days, the first full meal in more than a week. Her eyes rolled and her jaw tingled at the first taste of food. When she'd eaten the ration for the day, she slipped into a sleep few would ever know. If there was one thing she'd learned in her years of endless travel, it was that starving made any meal a feast, and exhaustion made any bed fit for a king. She was warm, full, and happy now, and that was all that mattered.

	In a flash, she found herself in the middle of a sun-drenched field. She was bewildered and disoriented. The ground was warm against her bare feet. As her eyes adjusted to the light, they saw the beauty of the field. It was the finest sight she had ever seen, a vast meadow of lush green grass as far as the eye could see. She breathed in the freshness of the air and let out a triumphant sigh of joy. Myranda closed her eyes and began laughing, sheer happiness spilling out of her.

	When she opened her eyes to take in more of the splendor, they came to rest on a tiny speck of black. It was the smallest fleck of darkness, but in such a place nothing could have been more foreign. It floated near to her, then off and way, almost out of sight. Slowly, it drifted down and touched the ground. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the ground began to darken. The life-giving soil turned a charred black color, spreading outward like a stain across the countryside. The green grass faded slowly, so slowly that it was barely noticeable. She stood, helpless, as her paradise blackened. It was as though the world was being consumed by night from the ground up.

	When all of the life had been drawn from the grass it spread skyward. Night flooded the field in spite of the sun above. In a grim finale, that too was blocked out by a curtain of black clouds. Only darkness remained, a darkness stirred by a frigid wind. Myranda strained her eyes, searching desperately for some wisp of what had been before. She saw faint, flickering lights far off in the distance. She rushed toward them, but one by one, the embers of light winked out, swallowed into the darkness as all else had.

	"No!" Myranda screamed, opening her eyes. A sliver of light peeked through the flaps of her tent.

	It was not real. The horror she had seen was false, a dream. The horror she had felt, though, was real. She took several minutes to catch her breath and steady her pounding heart. Never before had a dream been so vivid. She shook herself in a vain attempt to chase the tormenting images from her mind. The only comforting thought came in the words her mother had spoken to her long ago. Even with the eternity that had passed since she lost her mother, the voice still echoed in her ears. Now memories were all she had left.

	"A nightmare is the best kind of dream. The only one that brings happiness when it ends," she repeated.

	The fright had brought her to full wakefulness instantly, with no hope of returning to sleep. She smiled as she wiped a drop of sweat from her brow. How long had it been since she had been too warm? The feeling of sweat trickling down her back was one she'd not felt in weeks--months, even. Of course, once the cold hit her when she left the tent, the novelty would wear thin rather quickly. Carefully, she pulled the flap of the tent aside. A cascade of snow from the previous night's fall assured her that it was at least not dangerously cold, or else the wetness of the snow would have frozen it into a shell of ice. She crawled out of the dilapidated tent, favoring her stricken left hand.

	With the light of the morning filling the field where she'd slept, she could finally see the scene she had stumbled through in darkness the night before. It had all been blanketed with several inches of dense snow that elsewhere might have been a terrible storm, but amounted to little more than a light flurry to the people of the Northern Alliance. She waded into the ankle-deep snow and surveyed the campsite.

	Where she had thought there was a great mound of rocks the night before could now be seen for what it really was. Even buried beneath the snow, the mound clearly had the shape of a beast. The form indicated a dragon, but it was a bit bulkier than she'd imagined a dragon to be. Of course, she had no interest in finding out if she was correct, particularly because she would have to step into the pool of blackish liquid that stained the snow around the fallen creature. A liquid that was too thin to be pitch, and too black to be blood.

	"Well, you killed it and it killed you," Myranda said, looking at the fallen soldier, its form barely discernible through the snow. She looked to the dragon. "That goes for you too. But why were the two of you here, I wonder? The dragon can come and go as it pleases, but this is awfully far from the front to find a soldier from either side."

	She knelt and brushed the snow from the shield. It was standing nearly straight up after the prying she had done to free the meal the night before. She expected to find the crest of the Northern Alliance, or perhaps that of the southern land of Tressor. Instead she found the same simple crest she'd seen among other marks on the sword and armor. It resembled a smooth, curving letter V, with a rounded bottom and downturned ends, or perhaps a pair of smooth waves with a trough between them. Centered above them was a single point.

	"So, you were not of the north or the south. That must be why you were in this forsaken place. You fall into the same lonesome caste as I. Non-supporter of the Perpetual War. You refused to join either side. You should consider it something of a triumph that you had managed to be killed by something other than an angry mob. I know it is no consolation, but the end you came to here prevented my own. I sincerely thank you for it, and I hope that whatever powers pass judgment on you in the great beyond will take that into account. I thank you for the food, the shelter . . . and the sword."

	It had not been her intention to take the sword, but even she could not resist such a treasure. Even the most treacherous buyer would be forced to dole out a sizable price for such a weapon, and it was unlikely she'd find a buyer of any other kind. Myranda never even entertained the possibility of being paid a fair price for the piece. These days the shopkeepers were nearly as cutthroat as the soldiers, with barely enough wares to go around. Still, something of such value was sure to at least provide her with the funds to buy a horse, a tent, some food, and perhaps some clothes more befitting of the season.

	She rolled the sword in her blanket and took some of the softened biscuit for breakfast. She then transferred the food, as well as the water and the heavy blanket, from the soldier's pack to her own lighter one. If only it had been smaller or she had been stronger, she could have taken the tent with her, but the days of walking would be made difficult enough with her newly-filled pack without a mound of heavy canvas and wooden poles. When all had been prepared, Myranda went on her way.

	 


Chapter 2

	It was surprising how much spring was put into one's step by a decent meal and good night's sleep. Myranda's pace was twice that of the weary trudge of the day before. A trained eye and the clouds overhead told her that it was just past noon when she finally saw something on the horizon. A building with a spire. A church. The sight brought a wide smile to Myranda's face. She'd been turned away by every type of shelter, but never a church.

	Quickening her pace, she came to the door of the small building and pushed it open. There was not a single occupied pew, nor was a single candle lit. The only light was that which filtered through the clouds to the simple stained glass window.

	"Hello?" Myranda called out.

	"In the priest's quarters," came the answer.

	Myranda walked up the dim aisle and, on the wall left of the pulpit, found a door.

	"May I come in?" she asked.

	"Of course, all are welcome," the kindly voice replied.

	Myranda opened the door. Inside, the warm orange light of a cozy fire danced in an otherwise unlit room. A large, fine chair faced away from the doorway and toward the fire. Aside from the luxurious-looking seat, the room was nearly bare. The walls were empty, not a painting to break the view of plain wooden planks. In the center of the room, a simple table and chair stood awaiting the next meal to be served. The corner held an immaculately made bed with a coarse gray blanket and single pillow. The only other furniture in the room was a suitably humble chest of drawers and a cupboard.

	"What brings you here?" asked the unseen priest.

	"I thought I might warm up a bit before I went off on my way again," Myranda said.

	"Well, I am always glad to share what the heavens have provided for me," he said without rising.

	"I am quite grateful. If you don't mind me asking, why do you keep it so dark?" Myranda asked as she walked into the room of her gracious host.

	"I've little use for light these days," said the priest.

	When she was near enough to spy the face of the priest, the answer to her query became quite clear. He was a kind-looking man, dressed in plain black vestment. Old, but not terribly so, he had sparse white hair on his wise head and a carefully shaved face. Most notably, though, was the blindfold over his eyes. Myranda had a vague feeling that she'd seen him before.

	"Oh, I am so sorry!" Myranda said, covering her mouth. "You are blind!"

	"Now, now, not to worry. It was none of your doing," he said.

	"How did it happen?" she asked.

	"It is the place of a holy man not to burden others with his troubles, but to relieve others of their burden," he said.

	His voice had a powerful, clear tone, deep and commanding. It radiated wisdom and authority. He sipped something from a clay mug and cleared his throat before speaking again.

	"May I offer you some tea, my dear?" he asked, raising his cup.

	"Oh, I couldn't bother you for that," she said.

	"No bother at all," he said, slowly rising from his chair.

	"Oh, please, let me," Myranda offered.

	"Nonsense, nonsense, sit down. You are my guest. Besides, if you get in my way I may lose my place and be lost in my own home," he assured her.

	Myranda took a seat and watched as the priest paced out a practiced number of steps to the cupboard and ran his fingers over the contents until he found the correct canister. It was astonishing how smoothly he navigated the task without the aid of vision. In no time at all, he had placed her cup on the table and found his way back to his seat. She slid the cup in front of her, warming her near-numb hands on its warm exterior.

	"That was amazing," she said.

	"Oh, yes. Folks come from all over the kingdom to watch me make tea," he said lightly.

	"I only mean that I had thought that losing one's sight would leave one helpless," Myranda said.

	"I've still four senses left. A hand without a thumb is still a hand," he said.

	"But you cannot count to ten," she said.

	"You can if you remember how," he answered swiftly. "My goodness, why are we talking about me? I have been here for years. You are the newcomer, what about you?"

	"What would you have me say?" Myranda asked.

	"I would not mind a description. My ears can only tell me so much. I know your height from where your voice comes from, and your build by the creak of your chair, but try as I might, I still have not found a way to hear hair color," he said.

	"Oh, well, I have got red hair, long, and brown eyes. My clothes are gray," Myranda said, embarrassed.

	"And I am sure you are every bit as lovely as your voice," he said.

	"Oh . . ." Myranda blushed.

	"And your name?" he asked.

	"Myranda Celeste," she answered. "And yours?"

	"You may call me Father," he said. "So, from where are you headed?"

	"North," Myranda said.

	"North West or North East?" he asked.

	"Just North," came her reply, worried about the line of questions that were sure to follow.

	"There is nothing north of here but miles and miles of tundra," he said.

	"I know," she said gruffly.

	"The only things that would send a person through that waste are very good confidence or very bad directions. Not to offend, but I am inclined to believe that the latter is the case," he said.

	"No, no. I just  . . . misunderstood; I asked for the shortest way to Renack, and he sent me this way," she explained, hoping that the priest would not pry further. Her story was suspect enough as it was. The truth would reveal the reason she had been shunned, and she would at least like a chance to let her feet stop throbbing before she was thrown out in the cold again.

	"Oh, well, that certainly would explain it. It could have used more conflict, though. The best fairytales always have plenty of conflict. The essence of drama, you know," said the priest, clearly aware that Myranda was hiding something.

	"What? How did you know I was lying?" she asked, realizing the purpose of the comment.

	"Listen hard enough and you begin to hear more of what people say than they had intended. Care to tell the truth--or, at least, a more compelling tale?" he asked.

	"I wanted to know the easiest way to get to the next town. That was true, but I was purposely misled," she said.

	"Why would someone do that? You could have died out there," he wondered.

	"I had made myself  . . . unwelcome," she said, carefully dancing about the key bit of information sure to cost her the respect of her host.

	"Do I need to ask, or will you save me the trouble?" he asked, clearly in search of the missing piece.

	Myranda sighed heavily. There were no two ways about it. She simply could not lie to a holy man.

	"I . . . showed sympathy for the soldiers killed in a battle . . . both sides. From that moment on, no one there would help me. When I finally found someone who would speak to me, I asked for directions and he sent me through the field, assuring me it was the surest way," she confessed.

	"A sympathizer," he said coldly. "It stands to reason why you would have been sent down such a disadvantageous path."

	"I will leave, I don't want to--" Myranda began, rising from her seat.

	"No, you may remain. I am a man of heaven and it is my place to show compassion. I will hear your confession and oversee your penance," he said with poorly-suppressed disgust.

	"I will take my leave, I have caused you enough trouble," she said, gathering the pack that she had only just let slip to the floor, and turning to the door.

	"Young lady, for your wrong to be forgiven, you must repent," he demanded.

	Myranda froze. She turned back to the priest.

	"Forgiven? Wrong?" she said, anger mounting.

	When the priest asked her to redeem herself, it stirred thoughts she'd long ago pushed aside. So long as she'd cost herself the comfort of the shelter already, she may as well at least free her mind of its burden.

	"I will not apologize for what I know in my heart is right," she cried out.

	"You have sympathized with the Tressons. These are men who seek only to kill your countrymen. Every soft thought for them is a knife in the back of a brother," he said.

	"Don't you understand? Somewhere on the other side of the line that splits our world, another priest is giving this same speech to a person who had shed a tear for the Alliance Army. Any life cut short is a tragedy. I do not care how or why!" she proclaimed, giving voice to feelings long suppressed.

	"If we allow our resolve to weaken, we will be overrun! Today you waste thoughts on an enemy. Tomorrow you poison the mind of another. Before long, there will be no one left with the will to fight!" the priest said, spouting the same tired ideas that Myranda had heard all of her life.

	"At least then the war will be over," she said. "I will take an end to this war regardless of the cost. Enough lives have been lost already."

	"Even if it costs you your freedom and the freedom of all of the people of the Northern Kingdoms?" he asked.

	"Freedom? What freedom do we have? In the world we live in, there are but two choices to be made: join the army or run from it. If you join, you will pray each day that you will live long enough to pray again on the next. Pray that the impossible happens, that you live to see your children march off to the same fate as you try for the rest of your life to wash the blood from your hands. And if you cannot bear to throw your body into the flames of war, then you can live as I have. A fugitive, a nomad. Known by no one and hated by everyone. What worse fate could the Tressons have in store? What worse fate exists?" she proclaimed.

	"It is talk such as that which will cost us victory," the priest said.

	"Victory!? There is no victory in war! War takes everything and gives nothing! I only wish my words were as destructive as you would have me believe! If that were true, I would shout myself hoarse, I would not sleep until my words had poisoned the thoughts of everyone who had ears--but the cold truth is that nothing I say or do will have even the slightest effect on this wretched war. I am nothing! A shadow! A whisper! Dismissed and forgotten!" she ranted.

	Her heart pounded and tears clouded her eyes. She shakily lowered the tea cup to the table. In the heat of her impassioned speech, she had managed to douse herself and a good deal of the room with the piping hot contents. The bandage on her left hand was dripping with it, rekindling the faded pain of its last scalding.

	"I am very sorry for how I have acted, and I am sorry for the trouble I may have caused you, but I am not sorry for the thoughts and feelings that you insist are wrong. I will leave you now, before I say or do something deserving of regret," Myranda continued, in control of her emotions again.

	"Were I you I would turn left at the sign post that you will find outside of my door," the priest said. "The people of Renack are decent, patriotic citizens. Should they discover your sadly misguided beliefs, I doubt they would trust an icy field to do you in. Bydell is to the east. Nothing but scoundrels and deserters. You just may find someone there who shares your blasphemous views."

	These last words were heard through the slammed door of his quarters. Myranda moved with swift, motivated strides. She would have no more of this place if she could help it. The cold wind of the outside staggered her like a blow to the face. It had grown even colder than when she had sought shelter just minutes before. The patches of scalding hot tea turned icy at the first exposure to the stinging cold. The fuming girl gritted her teeth and leaned into the wind. It never ceased to amaze her how, seemingly regardless of which way she turned, the wind blew in her face. It was as though someone up above was toying with her, seeing how much torment it would take to break her. She turned her eyes skyward.

	"You will have to do better than that!" she assured her unseen tormentor.

	Not long after storming out of the church, she found the signpost of which the priest had spoken. Renack to the west and Bydell to the east. Both were ten miles away. A few hours by foot. It was a long hike by any means, but along a road, she could make it to either town well before nightfall. She might even make it to a pub before the tables had filled for supper. But which town to go to? Reluctantly, she headed off to the east.

	 


Chapter 3

	As Myranda walked eastward, trying to put the anger of her confrontation out of her mind, she questioned her choice. The advice of a person who knew how she felt about the war had nearly cost Myranda her life the previous day, and here she was making the same mistake.

	Her father would have frowned on this. Her thoughts turned to him. It had been even longer since she'd seen his face than her mother's. She had to struggle to remember his features. He had been a soldier, never home more than a few weeks before he was off to another tour of duty. He still found time to teach her some of the most valued lessons she had ever learned, though. Even though she had not been more than six when she last spoke to him, he had made sure she knew something of the real world. He would tell stories of adventures he'd had, always with a piece of advice at the end. Above all, he'd taught her to pay attention and to learn from her mistakes.

	She shook the memories away. Those days were gone now, too painful to remember.

	With her reminiscing over, the infuriating words of the priest quickly returned. Again, she physically shook. What she needed now was distraction, anything to distance her mind from the pain and anger.

	"So, Bydell and Renack. Each the same distance from the church. What other towns have I been to that shared a church between them? Lucast and Murtock . . . Skell and Marna . . ." she thought aloud.

	She grimaced as the distraction proved inadequate to force the words of the priest from her mind.

	"Bydell!" she forced herself to consider. "Where did that name come from? I wonder if it is by a dell."

	Myranda continued to force her mind onto this and other suitably pointless subjects for the remainder of the cold and lonely trek. She had exhausted nearly every last meaningless avenue of consideration by the time she sloshed into the smoky, dark interior of the Bydell tavern. The sign over the door labeled this place The Lizard's Goblet, a name she wished she'd had to toss about in her mind on the trip. The reasoning behind such a name could have filled at least a few minutes. The smell of roasting meat and the tantalizing sound of wine being poured set her mind firmly on her empty stomach.

	The tables of the noisy room were all at least partially filled. As she scanned the establishment for a place to sit, she could feel eyes staring back. Myranda's eyes passed the faces of at least a dozen men far too young and healthy to be anywhere but the front line. They each had found some way, likely underhanded, to avoid their obligation to serve. Now they sat, drinking and laughing in this place, criminals for choosing life. Among the rogue's gallery of faces was a particularly suspicious-looking person in the dark far corner, still shrouded in his gray cloak. Nearly every man in the whole of the room wore a similar cloak, as the King had made them available for free as a favor to the downtrodden masses.

	When she finally located a seat she would be comfortable in, she moved quickly to claim it.

	 The seat she chose was at the counter where the drinks were served. The odd plate and knife scattered about the bar assured her that she would be allowed to take her meal there as well. It was not the most luxurious of chairs, but with a handful of empty seats between herself and the nearest denizen of the bar to ease her nerves in such a rowdy place, it would do well enough. She sat and awaited the tavern keeper's service.

	Several minutes passed, punctuated by stomach rumblings reminding her of the fact she had yet to be served. A glance down the bar revealed the keeper to be in a very spirited conversation with a gruff customer he shared more than a casual resemblance to. She decided that they must be brothers, and chose not to interrupt their conversation. Surely he would take her order soon. As this thought passed through her mind, a particularly thick cloud of pipe smoke wafted past her face. It was all she could do to keep from gagging. She turned a watering eye to the source of the offending fumes.

	Behind her, an old man with a patch over his right eye let out a long, raking sound somewhere between a cough and a laugh. The outburst lasted for a disturbingly long time, shaking his body as it progressed. The long, thin pipe he gnawed on was lodged securely between two of the only teeth left in his mouth. The half-rotten things had been used to clutch the stalk of the pipe so often they had parted to make room for it. She winced as a second, far more powerful outburst spread his lips far enough to confirm the solitary standing of the pipe-holding teeth. Another man sat at the table with him, staring intently at her. He looked as though he had not slept in days. On his shoulder was a scraggly bird of some kind. He whispered to it dementedly, prompting another long, raking laugh from his companion.

	Sneaking another scan of the patrons of the tavern, she realized that most of the other men were staring at her as well, a fact that made her more than a bit uncomfortable. Myranda turned back to the bar. A trio of flies were enjoying the remains of the meal left by the seat's previous occupant. It was seldom warm enough outside for flies to survive, so it was more than likely that these creatures had lived for generations due to the lackluster housekeeping skills of the Lizard's Goblet's staff.

	The flies drifted lazily off to their next meal when a particularly tipsy couple bumped into the bar on their way to the stairs that were at Myranda's right side. The collision nearly knocked her from her seat, but the couple merely stumbled up the stairs without so much as an acknowledgment of their rudeness. There were half a dozen similar bumps and jostles before the innkeeper reluctantly headed in her direction.

	"Make it fast, missy, I am in the middle of something," said the less-than-hospitable man.

	"What have you got over the fire?" she asked.

	He sighed heavily as he turned to the kitchen.

	"Goat," was his rather unappetizing description of the meal when he turned back.

	"I will have some of that and some wine," she said.

	"No wine," he said.

	"Why not?" Myranda asked.

	"Haven't had a drop in weeks. Very expensive stuff, you know," he said.

	Myranda turned to a nearby table where a man was pouring himself a tall glass of the very beverage she sought.

	"Are you certain?" she asked.

	"Wine is very expensive," he repeated. "People who cannot afford wine usually order ale."

	Now it was clear. The wine was reserved for the better-off of his customers. He did not think she could afford any. Judging by how this man did business, the price was surely prohibitive.

	"Ale will be fine," she said.

	He pulled a heavy tankard out from underneath the bar and held it below the tap of one of the numerous kegs that lined the wall between himself and the kitchen. He dropped it down in front of her, sloshing a good deal of it onto the sticky surface of the bar. Myranda wiped the rim and sampled the beverage as she watched the keeper shuffle into the kitchen in no particular hurry. His back was to the girl when the intensely bitter flavor of the ale struck her, sparing him the rather contorted face it brought about.

	In truth, it was not particularly a bad brew, as ales went, but she not been fond of the best of them, and this was not nearly as good as that. She briefly entertained the notion of skipping the drink and simply awaiting the meal, but the barrel clearly indicated that this was a home brew, and the owners of taverns tended to take great pride in their creations. It was best not to turn her nose up at it. For the sake of harmony, she took another swallow. At any rate, it was a darn sight better than the leathery rain water she had been living off of from her flask day in and day out, and she did not look forward to the flavor of the contents of the soldier's flask either.

	The plate of food was set before her: a slice of rather overcooked goat meat accompanied by a mound of boiled cabbage. A knife clattered to rest beside her plate. She carved a piece of the charred meat, speared it with the knife tip, and tasted it. The morsel required more than its share of chewing to render it fit to swallow. She followed the meat with a mouthful of the typically bland cabbage. Cabbage seemed to be the only vegetable that existed these days, and the flavor was always the same. Absent.

	Myranda's jaw ached by the time she had done away with the shoe leather of a main course. It was barely the equal of the disturbingly old provisions that were even now growing older in her pack, but it was thankfully enough to satisfy her appetite. When she pushed the pitted metal plate aside, she was greeted quite swiftly by the innkeeper.

	"Will that be all?" he asked insincerely, more interested in her money than her satisfaction.

	"Oh, yes. Thank you," she said.

	"Five coppers for the food, two for the ale," he said, holding out his hand.

	Seven copper coins. That was a bit more than she'd expected. If she recalled correctly, there had been twenty or so coppers in the soldier's bag. Her first thought as Myranda reached for the bag was whether she would have enough for a room that night. That worry was pushed aside by the chilling realization that the bag of coins was not hanging from her belt, where she had left it. She patted desperately about, hoping to hear the jingle of coins somewhere, but the only sound she heard was the impatient drumming of the fingers of the man waiting to be paid. Anxiety burned at the back of her mind as she rustled first one side then the other of her tattered cloak, shaking any pockets she had on her person. She knew she'd had it when she had come in. There had been the distinct clink of coins when she sat down. Her mind raced. Where could they be? As her panic grew, the bartender's patience wore thin.

	"Today, Missy. The other customers want service," he said sternly.

	"I--I just--" she stuttered, pulling her pack to her lap to search it.

	When she pulled the bag in front of her, the sudden shift knocked the heavy bundled sword free. It clanged to the ground. Quickly she bent to retrieve it. She plucked it awkwardly from the floor and sat up, finding she had been joined. It was the tall, cloaked figure she had noticed in the corner earlier. The hood was pulled forward, and in the dim light of the tavern his face was wholly hidden. He stood at least a full head taller than she, but the coarse cloak hid his build. He pushed the fold of the cloak aside to extend a lean, leather-gloved and gray-sleeved arm. As was nearly the requirement in the biting cold of the north, not an inch of skin was uncovered. The stranger opened his hand and a silver coin fell to the bar.

	"The young lady's meal is my treat," spoke the stranger in a clear, confident voice. "She and I are old friends. I do hope you will be staying until morning, there is so much to catch up on."

	"Oh, yes, well  . . . I had planned to if I could afford it," she said.

	A second coin fell to the bar.

	"Your finest room, good sir," he said.

	The keeper pulled a ring of keys from his stained apron. Carefully, he selected the least worn of the keys, placing it on the table and sweeping up the coins. The stranger stopped him.

	"Not so swiftly, kind keeper. I think a bottle of wine would make a fine companion on a night such as this," the stranger added.

	"I am sorry to say that I have none," the innkeeper said, the silver apparently earning this newcomer the polite treatment.

	A third coin clattered to the table.

	"Do be sure, I am quite thirsty," he said.

	"Wish I could oblige, but you see . . ."

	A fourth coin dropped.

	"Perhaps a glance in the back would not hurt," the innkeeper said.

	He walked through the smoky doorway and returned immediately with a bottle.

	"As luck would have it, I have a single bottle left from last season. Drink it in good health," the innkeeper said with a wide smile as the equivalent of a large pile of copper coins was swept into his apron.

	"Thank you, and thank you very much. Good . . . to see you  . . . again. I will just get up to my room now," Myranda said as she hurriedly gathered her things, as well as the key and the bottle.

	Bouts of luck like these were rare, and tended to turn sour quickly. She wanted to make sure she made it to the room before this one gave out. The warped stairs groaned as she rushed up them to a very poorly-lit hallway at the top. The left wall was lined with windows hung with heavy drapes drawn against the cold. A few of the last amber rays of the sunset found their way between the drapes to cast weak light on a row of thin, flimsy doors. They totaled seven, the last adorned with a fancier, arched top. She approached it, squinting to make out the number of the door and match it to her key. After pulling the drapes aside to shed light on the door, she tried her key.

	Though the key clearly matched the lock, it refused to turn. She turned the worn piece of metal every which way, but in the frustratingly dark hall she could not see what the problem was. She glanced at a candle holder on the wall and grumbled. Its candle had burned beyond the point of usefulness long ago without being replaced. Eventually she managed to force the key into the appropriate position, turning it and gaining entrance to the room.

	She closed the door behind her, mercifully finding it easier to lock than to unlock. It was a modest room, shrouded in near-complete darkness, but it may as well have been a palace. Sleeping in a half-collapsed tent next to a smoldering fire in the middle of a tundra had a way of improving one's appreciation of the lesser luxuries, such as walls that were thicker than her clothes. Without even lighting a lamp, she dropped her pack on one of the two chairs set at a small table on one side of the room.

	She dropped herself onto the second chair and released a sigh of satisfaction. With effort, she pulled her left foot to her right knee and undid the stiff laces of her boot. Slowly, she slid the boot from her aching foot for the first time in days and flexed her toes. The second foot had only just received the same treatment when she heard a knock at the door that startled her.

	"Who is there?" she asked, getting back to her feet.

	After the all-too-brief rest they had received, the sore extremities were reluctant to go back to work. She hobbled painfully as she stowed her things, particularly the sword, safely behind the bed.

	"Your friend from downstairs," answered a familiar voice.

	Myranda took two steps toward the door, but stopped. She wanted very much to thank him for all of his help. Unfortunately, it was more than likely that he had come with a particular form the gratitude should take in mind. In times like these, kindness was a rarity, but charity was nonexistent.

	"I  . . . I am a bit tired just now," she said.

	"Tired? Well, I suppose we shall talk tomorrow then. Enjoy your rest," he said--disappointment in his voice, but no anger.

	Myranda placed her ear to the door to hear the light retreat of footsteps, followed by the scratch of a key in a similarly misshapen keyhole. His response was not what she had expected. There was not a hint of resentment or malice in his voice after he had been denied entrance to a room for which he had paid. He did not even try to convince her otherwise. It was contrary to every lesson she had learned in her years alone and every piece of advice she had ever received, but Myranda decided that she would let the man in. She would not allow the bitterness and cynicism that had infuriated her so in the past guide her own decisions.

	She limped to the door and turned the key, which was still in the lock. The door creaked open and she stuck her head out to see his darkened form still struggling with the temperamental lock. He turned his hooded head in her direction.

	"I am very sorry; you are welcome to come inside," she said.

	"Nonsense, I would not dare deprive you of a good night of sleep," he said.

	"I insist," she said.

	"Well, if I must," he said lightly.

	When she had allowed the cloaked stranger into the room, she shut the door, but left it unlocked. Just in case his intentions were less than pure, she wanted to be sure that she could usher him out quickly.

	"I am very sorry if I had seemed rude a moment ago," she said, pulling the second chair out for him.

	"Rude?" he said. "Am I to take it that you are not tired, then?"

	"Well, I am, but--" she began.

	"Then what is there to warrant apology?" the stranger asked.

	"I should have asked you in. The room is yours, in all reality. You paid for it," she said.

	"You hold the key, the room is yours," he said, easing himself onto the chair. "Interesting, the fellow sells wine but has no wine glasses. No matter, it is not the glass but the contents, eh?"

	He placed two tankards on the table while Myranda found a lamp and managed to light it. She turned to her guest, who still had his heavy hood pulled entirely forward, hiding his face far back in its shadow.

	"You know, thanks to your generosity, this room is near enough to the chimney to provide a comfortable temperature. You do not need the cloak," she said.

	"I would just as soon keep it," he said.

	"Well  . . . that is fine, I suppose," Myranda said, removing her own cloak and hanging it on the bed post.

	The stranger carefully poured out a third of a tankard of the wine for each of them.

	"Here's to you, my dear," he said, bringing the cup beneath the hood and sipping awkwardly.

	After getting a taste, he lowered his glass to the table, smacking his lips thoughtfully. Myranda sampled it herself, immediately startled by an intensity closer to brandy than wine. It was quite a bit stronger than she had expected. As it dripped down her throat, she felt the fiery heat spread, finally taking the lingering chill from her insides, just as she hoped it would.

	"Intriguing flavor," her guest commented.

	Myranda coughed a bit as the powerful drink seemed to hollow out her throat.

	"It does the job, though," she managed.

	"Admirably," he agreed, lifting the cup to his lips for a second awkward sip.

	"Wouldn't it be easier to drink if you pulled the hood back?" Myranda asked.

	"Drinking would be easier, I am sure, but things would become  . . . uncomfortable," he said, tugging his hood even further forward.

	Myranda looked uneasily at her guest. There was something very unsettling about his rigid refusal to reveal his face. She sipped at the wine as the darker reasons for such a desire flooded her head. He might be self-conscious, or perhaps if he were to reveal his face, he would place her in some kind of danger due to some dark past that is haunting him.

	"Well, since we are here under the pretense that we are old friends, I think it would be best to learn your name," he said, breaking the uneasy silence and Myranda's train of thought.

	"Oh, yes, of course. My name is Myranda. And yours?" she asked.

	"Leo. A pleasure to meet you, Myranda," he answered, putting his hand out for her to shake. She did so graciously.

	"And a pleasure to meet you as well, Leo. I really cannot thank you enough for helping me. I have yet to meet another who would have done the same," she said.

	"I do not doubt it," he said, a bit of anger in his voice. "So tell me, how did you come to be in such a predicament?"

	"I had brought a bag of coins with me. It must have been stolen," she said.

	"Where you were sitting, you were asking for that to happen," he said.

	"I know it," she said. "Had I been thinking I never would have chosen that seat."

	A moment of silence passed. Myranda took another glance at the hood.

	"Is it because you are cold?" she asked.

	"Pardon?" said the stranger.

	"The cloak. Are you cold?" she asked again.

	"Not particularly," he said. "You do not strike me as a local. Where do you call home?"

	"Nowhere, I am sorry to say. I honestly cannot remember the last time I had spent more than a week or so in one place," she replied.

	"Really? We have something in common, then!" he said, pleased. "I spend most of my days on the road myself. In my case it is the nature of my career. Is it likewise with you?"

	"If only. My nomadic nature is strictly by choice," she said.

	"Hmm," he pondered. "You have chosen a life you hate. You will have to elaborate on that."

	"Well, suffice to say that those that I encounter tend not to be especially fond of those like myself," she said, immediately worrying that she had said a bit too much.

	"Oh? Another common trait," he said.

	"Really? Is  . . . that why you have got your face hidden?" she asked.

	"Alas, I am found out," he said, throwing his hands up in mock despair.

	Myranda's imagination seized this new fact and constructed a new set of possibilities. What about his face could make him an outcast? He may be the victim of some terrible disease. Worse, he could be a wanted criminal. There were more than a few outlaws who would find themselves in a cell for life if they ever showed their faces again. She was even more uneasy now. What sort of man had she let into this room? Could the kindness have been nothing but a ruse?

	"What sort of man are you?" she said, her worry showing through. "I must know."

	"Now, now, Myranda, fair is fair. If you pull back your hood, and I will pull back mine," he said. "What are you hiding?"

	"Very well," Myranda sighed. It would seem tonight would be spent outside again. "I am  . . . what you would call  . . . a  . . . sympathizer."

	She hung her head, awaiting a voice of disdain. She did not have to wait long.

	"A sympathizer!?" he said in a harsh whisper. "Oh come now! Is that all!?"

	"What?" she said, looking up.

	"You are a sympathizer. I would hardly place us in the same boat. Sympathy is nothing!" he said angrily.

	"You mean you don't care?" she said, a hint of a grin coming to her face.

	"I have got quite enough worries of my own. What do I care what side you root for? It hardly seems fair that I have to show you my face after a measly little confession like that," he complained.

	A full smile lit up Myranda's face and she let a bit of joy escape in the form of laughter.

	"You, Leo, are too good to be true. Generous, gentlemanly, and understanding," she said.

	"Well, let us see if you still think so highly of me in a few moments," he said, lifting his hands to his hood.

	"Leo, after all you have said and done tonight, I cannot imagination anything behind that hood that could keep you and I from being friends," she said.

	Leo's leather-gloved hands clutched the edge of the hood and quickly drew it back. The smile dropped from Myranda's face. A mixture of fear and revulsion spilled over her. It was no human that looked back at her. Protruding from the neck of the cloak was what appeared to be the head of a fox. It was in proportion to the body, with a deep orange fur covering all but the muzzle, chin and throat, which had a creamy white color. His eyes were larger and more expressive than an animal's, brown and the only remotely human feature. The corner of his mouth was turned up in a slight smirk as he read her expression.

	He twitched a pointed, black-tipped ear as he pulled a fiery red pony tail from inside the hood. It fell to nearly his waist, lightening along its length to the same color as his throat. Myranda couldn't keep a gasp from escaping her lips.

	"Not what you expected, eh?" he asked. "I told you things would become uncomfortable."

	Myranda closed her eyes and reached for the glass she had put on the table. Leo slid it to her searching fingers. Grasping it, she gulped down the contents hoping to settle her churning stomach and rattled nerves. When she lowered the glass, Leo filled it to the brim, then stood and began gathering up his ponytail.

	Myranda ventured another peek at her visitor.

	"What are you doing?" she asked.

	"Unless I have greatly misread your reaction, it would seem you do not much relish my presence," he answered as he tucked the hair inside his cloak and restored the hood.

	Now knowing the shape of the face that the hood had concealed before, Myranda wondered how she had not noticed earlier. Though a normal hood might conceal him, it would be perilously close to revealing the tip of his snout, even with the hood pulled comically far forward. Yet his face seemed to vanish into inky shadow the instant the hood was pulled into place. Leo was nearly to the door before she had finished sputtering and coughing from the powerful wine she had forced down.

	"Don't go!" she coughed.

	He stopped.

	"Please--" Cough, cough. "--sit down, I should not have reacted so horribly. I was startled," she said.

	"Are you sure you do not want me to go?" he asked, turning to her.

	"I insist you stay for a while. Nothing has changed. I still owe you for all of this, and you have still treated me with more kindness than anyone I have met in years," she said.

	Leo returned to his seat. "Would you prefer me to keep the hood up?" he asked.

	"I want you to be comfortable," she said.

	Leo opened his cloak and removed it, tossing it to the bed. Now that it was no longer obscured, Myranda finally got a glimpse of his build. It was lean, bordering on gaunt, but healthy. His clothes were plain and gray, quite simple and very worn. He slipped the leather gloves from his hands, revealing a second pair of black gloves, these composed of his own fur.

	"You  . . . you are a  . . . m--a m--" Myranda stuttered.

	"A malthrope? Indeed. To my knowledge half fox and half human," he answered.

	"I was not sure if it was alright to call you a m-malthrope," she said, the word sticking in her throat.

	"Mmm, I understand. It is not exactly a term for mixed company. Certainly one saved for the end of an argument," he said knowingly.

	He was right, of course. The term carried the very most negative of connotations. Speaking it as a child was a sure way to a sound scolding. Malthropes were the thieves, murderers, and scoundrels of horror stories told to frighten children into good behavior. Half man and half some manner of beast, they were monsters and fiends. The kindness and consideration Leo had shown could not be farther from what she had been taught to expect from these creatures.

	"I thought there were no more m--no more of your kind left," she said.

	"You are not far from correct. I've more fingers on my hands than I have memories of others like me. Clearly we are not the most popular race," he said, his demeanor was somehow cheerful despite the loneliness and isolation he described.

	"How is it that you have made it for so long in a world so hostile to your kind?" asked Myranda.

	"Well, thanks in no small part to that little wonder I threw on the bed. I had to spend every coin I had and more than a year searching for a wizard willing to produce it for me. With it on, no one can see my face," he said.

	"But, how did--" she began.

	"Now, now. By this time you should know my policy. Money has its value, but information the greatest treasure of all. You must give to receive," Leo said.

	Myranda sipped at the wine again. She had consumed quite a bit of the powerful stuff and done so very quickly. Her judgment was a bit impaired. Had she her wits about her, she likely would not have said what she said next.

	"A trade then. I will tell you all you care to know about myself and my people, and you return the favor," she offered.

	"A fair proposition," he said, extending his now-bare hand.

	Myranda grasped it and gave it a firm shake. It was a peculiar experience shaking the hirsute appendage, but she was careful to appear as though she didn't notice.

	"Now, where to begin? I was born in a large town south of here called Kenvard," she said.

	"Kenvard  . . . was that the old western capital?" he asked.

	"One and the same. My father was Greydon and my mother was Lucia. She was a teacher. The teacher, really. Because of that she knew every man woman and child in town by name and so did I. When I was about six years old, though, the front came very near to our walls. Father was away, serving in the army somewhere else as he often--no, usually was. I was in the garden with mother. The church bells started ringing, which at that time of day was the signal to meet in the town center during an emergency.

	"We had not even made it halfway there when the arrows started to fall. Flaming arrows. They fell like rain. In a heartbeat the whole town was aflame. Panic spread as it became clear that a force had surrounded the town, and siege was not their intention. A siege we were prepared for, but they wished to destroy us. To eliminate the town. My mother gave me to my uncle and sent us away to find safety. She went off to round up the screaming children that had been separated from their parents. Somehow, we found an exit clear of attackers and escaped the town. To this day I have not seen another familiar face from Kenvard," she recounted, tears welling in her eyes.

	"I had heard about the Kenvard massacre. Totally pointless. The city of Kenvard had no military value. It was filled with women and children. Perhaps ages ago, when it was the capital of the entire kingdom of Kenvard, such an attack would have made sense, but ever since it was merely made part of the Northern Alliance, there are dozens of cities that would have fallen more easily, and done more damage to the war effort. Needless destruction. Until now I had thought there were no survivors," Leo said.

	"There were at least two. My Uncle Edward and I spent a dozen years trying to find a place that would have us. It was not easy. Uncle never forgave the Alliance Army for failing us, and he could not quell his hatred for the men who had attacked either. He became a man consumed with hate. He was not shy about his feelings, either. Before we had been in any community for very long, something would trigger a rant about the uselessness of the Alliance Army. It did not matter to the townsfolk that his hatred for the enemy burned just as brightly--he was a traitor for speaking ill of the beloved army.

	"Then, when I was eighteen, we stayed just a bit too long. His words had been heard by a neighbor, and before we could gather our things to escape, an angry mob battered down our door. I do not even remember which village it had been, all I know is that for the second and final time a member of my family met their end due to this wretched war. Not by combat, but by the war itself. Since then, I have been on my own, going from place to place. I am a bit more discreet about my feelings for the war, but I am constantly on the move regardless, either because I misspeak, or I fear I might, or . . ." She trailed off.

	"Or what?" Leo asked.

	"No, it is just foolish," she said.

	"I would still like to hear it," Leo said.

	"Well  . . . I saw the death of my mother and uncle with my own eyes. My father, he was a soldier, and by this time he would have been one for nearly thirty years. My head tells me that he must have been killed by now. Soldiers who make it past their first few years are few and far between, let alone their first few decades. My brain tells me he cannot be alive. My heart pleads me to believe that he still lives. Whenever I find a nice home, and I have been careful to behave as the other villagers do, it is the hope that my father might be in the next town that tears me from my place," she said.

	"Sometimes hope is all we have. Tell me, though, if the Tresson army stripped you of your home and loved ones, why do you feel sympathy for them?" he asked.

	"At first I didn't. I shared my uncle's blinding hatred for them. Years passed and slowly my eyes began to open. The men who performed that terrible deed, they were only soldiers. Our men have laid siege to targets to the south time and again. It is not through spite or malice that these men kill, but through tradition. This conflict started more than a century ago. None of us have ever known any other life. They kill because their fathers did, as did theirs before them. The war is to blame, and every man woman or child, regardless of which side, is a victim of it," she answered.

	"You are wise beyond your years," he said, and began to ask another question but she stopped him.

	"Uh, uh, uh. You know the rules. I give, you give. Time for you to answer one of my questions," she said.

	"Right you are, though I must warn you, yours is a difficult tale to follow. Let us see. I am not sure where I was born, but it was somewhere in the deep south. I spent the first ten years of my life in an orphanage for, shall we say, unfortunate children. It housed children of every race and background that were, for whatever reason, left behind. Be it due to injury, illness, deformity, or  . . . species, none of us would ever see a home.

	"I would wager to say that there were only two things that all of the other children shared. A longing to be a part of a normal family, and a healthy hatred for me. I am frankly shocked that I was allowed to live as long as I did. One of the caretakers was a softhearted old man who, for whatever reason, did not loathe me. I am certain it was only through his intervention that I was not murdered by the other orphans and caretakers.

	"By the way, you would think that if a child just so happened to be the spitting image of a story's villain, they would spare the child that tale. Not so. I heard so many stories of my kind performing unspeakable evils so many times that I know them all by heart. The others remembered the lessons taught by those stories as well. Never trust my kind," he said.

	 "Now, clearly those were not the most ideal years one could hope for, but after I turned ten, things found a way to become remarkably worse. The old man who had protected me for so long died. His body was not even in the ground when the others proved once and for all that he had indeed been my savior for all of those years. They showed me what they thought of my kind in no uncertain terms.

	"I was forced to run away and go into hiding. As much as my  differences had seemed a curse before, they began to show their blessing side when I was faced with life in the forest for months at a time. This nose may not win me any friends, but it can sniff out a rabbit half a forest away, that is for sure. It was years before I set foot in a town again--at least, during the day. I had managed to sneak into farmhouses and such to steal an easy meal on occasion, but I never let anyone see me.

	"To this day I wonder what made me decide to return to the world that had chased me away. I suppose the human in me has as much say in what I do as the fox, because one day I wandered into a small town. What was it named?  . . . Bero. Well, I looked about as you would expect after years in the woods. I was wearing barely a shred of clothes, absolutely filthy. My hair was about so long," he remarked, indicating shoulder-length with his hand. "and a knotty, matted mess. As a matter of fact, I have yet to cut it since that day, so somewhere among these tresses are the very same locks I wore on that day."

	"At any rate, my return to civilization was not warmly greeted. I received what still stands as the worst beating of my life, and was thrown into a shed until the townsfolk could claim a live bounty. In those days you could turn in a live malthrope for one hundred-fifty silver pieces or the tail off of a dead one for seventy-five. Fortunately those fellows got neither, as I was able to escape that shed in time.

	"Had I a decent head on my shoulders, I would have learned my lesson, and returned to the forest until some hunter or woodsman killed me in typical fairytale fashion. Then at least my memory would have been passed on from generation to generation to scare children. Instead I let the vengeful instincts of youth guide my actions. I decided that if humans did not want me among them, then among them I would remain. Before long I found that during the winter I could bundle up enough to go unnoticed. The next clear step was to go to the place where such gear was commonplace in all seasons. And so I came to be a denizen of the Nameless Empire," he said.

	"Please, not that I mind, but we prefer to call it the Northern Alliance," she said, realizing how evil the alternative sounded.

	"I know," Leo said, drawing his vulpine visage into his peculiar little smirk. "I wanted to see how you would react. Besides, now it is my turn to ask you a question."

	"Go right ahead," Myranda said.

	"If you are so often on the move, how is it you manage to earn money enough to survive?" he asked.

	"Well, the money I had intended to buy dinner with was in a satchel I had found on the body of a dead man in the middle of a field north of here," she said smoothly. Now that the second glass of powerful wine was nearly empty, it did not even occur to her how strange and awful that must have sounded.

	"I see  . . . so do you roam the wastes in search of expired aristocrats, or have you got a more conventional means of support?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.

	"Oh, I do whatever I can. Help in a field, clean a house, that sort of thing. Anything anyone with money needs done. If the odd jobs in a town dry up, I move on. Yet another reason I never sit still," she said. "What about you? What do you do?"

	"That is a shade more difficult to explain. As you pointed out, the Perpetual War tends to get under the skin of the good people, north and south. It seeps into everything that they do. As such, battle is as much a matter of sport and pleasure as it is a matter of combating the enemy. Here and there, particularly in the north, arenas can be found. People gather there to watch various fighters clash in the name of entertainment," he said.

	"I have heard of those places," Myranda said with a sneer.

	"Well, it is in those places that I earn a living," he said.

	"You earn a wage by beating others to death?" Myranda said, shocked.

	"No, no. Not to death. We would run short of fresh talent rather quickly if that was the case, what with the army offering the same opportunities for far greater prestige. No, our matches last until the other fighter, or fighters, either submit or are unable to continue. When I fight, I wear a helmet with a face mask that completely conceals my face. Needless to say, a faceplate with a snout draws a bit of attention, but I have led the crowd to believe I am a man pretending to be a beast to gain a psychological edge over my opponents," Leo explained.

	"Clever," she said.

	"I hate the mask, though. The thing is practically a muzzle. I will wear it every day, though, so long as the prize money continues to flow. I just won a three-week-long tournament a few days ago. Placed a hefty bet on myself. All told, I took away more than two hundred silver pieces. That ought to last for some time. After all, I get most of my food, drink, and even shelter from the forest. Aside from medical and clothing, I have no expenses," he said.

	"I wish I could say the same. There are a few rather expensive purchases I need to make, but before I do, I will have to find a wealthier town," she said.

	"Why is that?" he asked.

	"Well, this town has a rather sparse market. I will need to find a town that has a store that buys and sells weapons or jewels," she said.

	"Jewels? Interested in buying jewelry?" he asked, raising the eyebrow again. "You do not strike me as the jewelry type."

	"Oh, no, that sort of thing does not appeal to me. I need to buy a tent and a horse," she said.

	Leo furrowed his brow and scratched his head. "You are aware that those are items not typically found at a gem dealer or a weapon smith," he said.

	Myranda laughed, covering her mouth and shaking her head. "I am sorry about that. I did not quite make myself clear, did I? You see, I have got something that I want to sell so that I can afford those things."

	"Ah, now I see. What did you have in mind? I thought I heard something clang right before I helped you out," he said.

	"Well, um, right you are," she said. She still had enough sense about her to know that she should not show off the sword to someone she barely knew, but he had seen it fall. It would be terribly rude and distrustful to hide it from him now. She would show it and hope for the best.

	She stood and quickly stumbled back down. The room was spinning.

	"Careful now, I think that the wine had a bit more of a kick than you had realized," Leo said, standing to help her.

	"It certainly did," she said. A tinge of fear raced through her as she worried that there might have been more than just wine in that glass. The dizziness and fear faded together after a few moments. "I must have stood too quickly."

	Myranda carefully pulled the sword from its hasty hiding place and placed it on the table, pulling the blanket off. Leo's eyes widened.

	"That is a fine weapon," he said.

	He leaned close and cast a gaze of admiration upon the mirror finish.

	"Excellent temper  . . . clean edge," he said, scanning the weapon eagerly with his expert eyes. "Would you mind if I lifted it?"

	"Go right ahead," she said.

	He slipped his gloves on before touching the elegant weapon, apparently fearful of smudging the surface. He then lifted it, carefully considering its weight and looking down the length of the blade, admiring its quality.

	"Superb balance, surprisingly light. I do not have much use for the long sword in my work, but I can tell you that this is a remarkable weapon," he said, placing it down and removing the gloves.

	"I was most interested in the handle," she said.

	"Why? There was nothing specifically remarkable about the grip," he said, puzzled.

	"What about the jewels?" she asked.

	"Oh, Oh. I had not even noticed. Cosmetic touches like that are the last things I look for," he said. "Those would raise the price a tad, I would say."

	"I should hope so," Myranda said, wrapping the sword and replacing it.

	"A word of advice. If you want the best price, see a collector, not a smith. Shop owners always pay less than what they think they can sell something for. Collectors pay what the piece is worth. As much as those jewels are worth, I would wager the workmanship and uniqueness of that piece would fetch a still higher price," he said.

	"I am not greedy. So long as this treasure earns me what I need, I will be more than satisfied. If it pays for a want or two, all the better," she said.

	"Trust me, you will have quite enough," he said.

	Putting the sword down again had disturbed the bandage. She adjusted it, frowning at its appearance. The filthy bar had lent more than its share of filth to the already tea-stained cloth, turning it black and greasy wherever it had touched the table.

	"What happened?" Leo asked, indicating the injury.

	"Oh. I burnt myself," she said--best not to be specific in this case, particularly considering the fact even she was unsure of exactly what happened.

	Leo nodded thoughtfully. "You will want to let the air at that. Burns heal better that way. Just a few hours a day ought to do. Less of a scar," he said.

	"Is that so?" she asked.

	"Trust me. I spend most of the year recovering from one injury or another," he said, placing his hand on his shoulder and working the joint until a distinct snap could be heard.

	"Why not see a healer, or a cleric?" she asked.

	"Aside from the fact that they are nearly impossible to find? Believe it or not, when those folks do their job, they tend to want a look at their patient. I would rather not have them find out what I am--and if a healer cannot tell at the first glance I would frankly think twice about allowing them to work on me," he explained.

	"Right, foolish of me to ask," she said.

	As the hours of the night passed, Myranda made up for an eternity of solitude. She spoke until her voice nearly failed her and drank in Leo's words as deeply as she did the wine. They were equally rare luxuries to her, and she would enjoy them as long as she could. Weariness and wine were a potent mix, though, and finally her eyes were too heavy to ignore. Even so, she fought to stay awake to share more tales with her friend. It was Leo, always the gentleman, who insisted that she get some rest. He stood to leave.

	"Before you go, I must ask you something," Myranda said.

	"Don't let me stop you," he said, slipping his gloves on.

	"You have every reason to be as bitter and angry as my late uncle. How is it that you have come to be so kind?" she asked.

	Leo threw his cloak about his shoulders as he answered. "Simple. Would you have let such a grim and angry person through this door?"

	"I suppose not," she said.

	"Of course not. You reap what you sow in this world. I do not mean to say that I have never been as you described. I spent the better half of my years hating your people with all of my heart and soul. Perhaps a part of me still does. The truth is, whether I like it or not, your people rule this world. I can either live a life of hate and solitude, or I can do what I feel is right and hope for the same in return. Until today, though, I'd had little luck. Meeting you serves to remind me that there is some good within everyone, even if you have to dig to find it," he explained.

	With that, the unique creature pulled his hood into place, instantly becoming one of the nameless, faceless masses again. He then pulled the door open, wished her a good night's rest, and shut it behind him.

	Myranda spent a long moment staring at the door. She had learned much in the past few hours. It shamed her, but she could not deny the fact that had she seen his face before she'd known his nature, she would have treated him with the same disdain and prejudice he had come to expect. All of her life, she had heard the horror stories of what these beast men did. To think that one of these "fiends" would show her the patience, warmth, and understanding that even the priest lacked  . . . In short, Leo was everything that Myranda feared had been lost forever in the wake of this horrific war.

	Without his lively presence in the room, Myranda realized how tired she really was. She rose from her chair and sat on her bed. Doing so jostled a cloud of dust from the poorly-kept quilt. A glance at the bandage reminded her of Leo's words. Carefully, she removed it. The coarse, grayish material had absorbed only a drop or two of blood. Her palm had been entirely swollen the day before, but now there was only a stripe of redness along her palm and a single welt toward her fingers. She laid back and winced as the tightness in her back slowly eased away.

	Finally she shifted herself under the covers and stretched, prompting the odd crack or snap from her weary joints. She smiled as she lowered her head onto the greatest luxury of all, a pillow. Before drifting quickly to sleep, she placed her left arm over her head on the pillow, exposing the afflicted palm to some much-needed fresh air while she rested.

	 


Chapter 4

	The very instant she closed her eyes, Myranda found herself transported to the blackened field that had poisoned her sleep the night before. Fear and desperation filled her as she searched for some remnant of the light she had remembered. In the distance, a handful of faint, flickering lights seemed to beckon to her. She ran toward them--but, one by one, the shining embers flickered out.

	The ground became uneven and she stumbled, feeling the cold, dead grass crunch beneath her palms. Unwilling to waste even the time to stand, Myranda crawled toward the lights. There was a feeling within her that if she looked away for even a moment, the last piece of light would be lost to her forever. A sudden coldness beneath her hand startled her, and she reflexively closed her fingers around it. Whatever it was that she had found, it was firmly planted in the frigid earth. She wanted to move forward, but at the same time, she could not bring herself to let go of the freezing object she'd found. She pulled and strained, finally looking to the artifact she had stumbled upon.

	Even as she could feel the speck of golden light in the distance flit away forever, she saw the item she'd found replace it. It was a lantern, and the second her eyes met the wick, it fizzled to life. In the oppressive blackness, the dim flame seemed blinding. When her eyes painfully adjusted, she rubbed them to find that the world she was accustomed to had returned. The light she blinked at was the handful of rays that made it through the heavy curtains. The dream was over.

	#

	Blinking the sleep from her eyes was a matter of moments. Shaking the powerful emotions and painful throbbing from her head was another matter. She looked in vain for a basin or such to at least wash her face, but the room was rather poorly stocked. Dejected, she slowly gathered her things and laced her boots. When she was certain she had everything, particularly the sword, she entered the hallway, locked the door behind her, and sought out her only intact pocket to place the key. On the way to the stairs, she stopped in front of the door she'd seen Leo at the day before. After a long moment she continued on, deciding to let him sleep.

	The tavern was a very different place in the wee hours of the morning. Pale light from the cloudy morning sky replaced the warm light of candle and lamp. The only motion was the stirring of flies upon a half-finished plate of food left by an unsatisfied customer the night before. Where had been a room full of rowdy patrons now was only one, a filthy man who'd had a bit too much of the ale and made a pillow of his leftover cabbage.

	Behind the bar was a wiry young fellow, likely the owner's son. He'd leaned his chair against the wall and gazed lazily into space through a few greasy locks that hung in front of his half-closed eyes. Myranda approached him, hopeful of procuring a few pieces of the meat from last night. In her experience, if the meat was past its prime, the kitchen would usually part with it free of charge. It might not be tasty, but it would be nourishing, and so long as it filled her stomach, she was satisfied.

	"Sir?" she said.

	He did not react.

	"Um, sir?" she repeated loudly.

	She waved her hand before his eyes, only to hear a long, grating snore. She shook her head. It was one thing to sleep on the job, but teaching one's self to do so with open eyes was quite a trick. He had earned the sleep, she would not rouse him. Her stomach already grumbling, she pushed the door open slightly. A biting wind blew some stray snowflakes into her face. She paused for a moment to pull up her heavy hood and fasten its frayed cord, all the while letting the arctic breeze whisk inside. Once she had finished preparing herself, she opened the door fully.

	Despite her precautions against it, the full force of the wind passed right through the cloak. There was a time when it had been as thick and warm as the ones that nine out of ten of her fellow northerners wore, but time and use had rendered it thin and ragged. The sleeping innkeeper shifted uncomfortably as the cold air found its way to him. Myranda glanced back at the motion, suddenly reminded of something she needed to do. She walked up to the counter and dug the room key out of her pocket. The groggy keeper gave a glance of acknowledgment and drifted back to sleep.

	Again, she pushed open the door and faced the blast of wind from outside. The vague white light from the clouds reflected off of the barely disturbed snow. Her slowly-adjusting eyes glanced at the mottled gray sky and dark horizon of the nearby Rachis Mountains to the east. The colorless landscape did little for her sour mood, as the chosen beverage of the night gone by made its presence known as a dull, constant ache in her head.

	Finally, she could see well enough to take in the more specific sights around her. A scattering of the town's residents were up and about in these first hours of daylight. Five were huddled together against the wind, all but one wearing the ubiquitous drab gray cloak. She began to look away when the inn door swung open to allow yet another cloak-clad, faceless villager into the cold. The newcomer stood briefly beside the others, not even evoking a glance from them. It then turned and waved at Myranda with a familiar black-gloved hand. The figure, indistinguishable from the others, rushed over to her.

	"Leo?" asked Myranda as the figure approached.

	"Indeed," came his familiar voice. He hunched over a bit, turned his hooded head to and fro slowly, and slouched. "The bed is a devious invention, letting one sleep until after sunup. Some folks need the dawn to catch their breakfast."

	"Why are you slouching?" she asked.

	"I am still tall enough to draw attention. On a bright day like this, the shadowy face can seem a bit suspicious," he explained quietly.

	"So I suppose you are moving on then," she surmised.

	"As quickly as possible. It was fine meeting you--" he began.

	"Well, now, wait a moment. I am quite through with this town. We could walk a bit together. I would appreciate a friendly ear for a few minutes more," Myranda offered.

	"Wonderful, as long as we do so quickly," Leo agreed.

	The pair moved swiftly out of town. Fresh snow crunched beneath their feet, and a stiff and constant wind blew in their faces, but they made sure to keep a quick pace until they were well outside the village walls. When Leo was satisfied they were quite alone, he slowly straightened and tugged his hood back enough to break its spell and reveal his face. His return to his full posture was accompanied by a sigh. Myranda shook her head.

	"I am so sorry that you have to live like this," she said, nearly sickened by the behavior of her own people.

	"Oh, it is not so bad. I only spend time in a city once in a great while," he said.

	"It should not be that way. I honestly do not see how you could treat me so kindly when my people have never done the same to you. How can you put the anger aside?" she asked.

	"You must remember that at least half of my interactions with other races are in the form of combat. When every alternate memory you have of a human consists of forcibly delivering him into an unwelcome slumber, and getting paid quite well to do so, the anger tends to fade a bit," he said with a grin.

	Myranda nodded. She tried to picture this thoughtful, helpful gentleman in battle, but it seemed absurd. As her mind wandered, she casually rubbed her sore palm with her right thumb.

	"How is it coming?" Leo asked.

	"Pardon? Oh, the burn. Very well. Thanks for the advice. It itches a bit, but not nearly as it had yesterday," she said. In fact, it had recovered so much, she had forgotten to bandage it that morning.

	"Let's have a look," he said, stopping to gently take her hand into his gloved hands. He looked it over thoughtfully. Over the night the redness had all but disappeared, leaving a thin, raised area where the red had been.

	"There will be a scar. Two of them. Here and here. If you want to keep them small, leave the bandage off and don't scratch at it," Leo advised.

	"You are starting to sound like my uncle," she said as he released her hand.

	"The man must have given some fine advice," he said.

	The pair continued on.

	"So, how long can I expect your company?" Myranda asked hopefully.

	"Until I find a decent hunting ground to live off of for a few days. A pine forest will do," he said.

	"I hope we do not find one. I would hate to have to say goodbye," she said.

	"We all say goodbye in time. I always say it is a good bye when we choose it and a bad one when we are forced. As such, I much prefer good byes," he said. "And besides, I am long overdue for a time in the wilderness."

	"Don't you ever get lonely?" Myranda asked.

	"Now and again. Woodland creatures are a fine lot, but engaging conversation is not among their talents," he said.

	"So you can speak with animals?" asked Myranda, intrigued.

	"I am speaking with you, aren't I?" he pointed out.

	"I mean besides humans. Can you speak with creatures who cannot speak  . . . No, that just sounds silly. How can I say this? You speak the language of your human half exceptionally well. Do you have to same talent with other foxes and the like?" she finally asked.

	"Yes, I suppose. I can smell the scents and hear the sounds that you cannot, and I can understand them. If pressed I can make myself understood to them, but the need has yet to arise," Leo explained.

	"That is amazing. I would love to be able to do that," Myranda said.

	"You aren't missing much. Most animals are concerned with little more than where predators are, where prey is, and how to get from one to the other," he said.

	"Are there any messages I am missing right now?" she asked.

	"I am not sure. Stand still," he said.

	The two halted. After a quick glance to assure they were still alone, he pulled back the hood entirely. His ears twitched slightly, and he drew a long, slow breath into his nose.

	"Not terribly much. A pair of rabbits passed through here. They have nested a fair way off of the road in that direction. They are both scared half to death that we might find them," he said.

	"Astounding . . ." said Myranda.

	"If you say so," Leo said, replacing his hood and continuing on.

	"Oh, come now. You don't think it is amazing that you can simply perk up your ears and take a whiff and learn all of that?" she asked.

	"No more amazing than the fact that you can understand the impenetrable accent that these townsfolk mumble day in and day out," he said. "That was another reason I lent a hand. For once I heard someone speaking properly."

	"Well, my mother was a teacher. I had little choice. How is it that you came to speak so well?" she asked.

	"To speak a human tongue without the benefit of actually having a human tongue is a supremely difficult task," he said. "I simply decided that I may as well put all of that effort into speaking correctly. That goes for all of the languages I speak."

	"Oh, you speak other languages?" she asked, nearly slipping on an icy track beneath the snow. The pair of gray lines left by a trade wagon was the only things as far as the eye could see that interrupted the canvas of white.

	Leo's answer came in the languages he described. First was the slow, flowery dialect of the southern empire, Tressor. These words Myranda understood.

	"The glorious tongue of my homeland," he said in Tresson.

	What followed was an odd grouping of syllables spoken in a very clear and precise manner. Myranda racked her mind, but she could not place the sounds.

	"I recognized Tresson, but what about the second?" she asked.

	"Just a silly little language I learned from the fellow who taught me to handle a sword properly," he explained. "Your guess is as good as mine as to where that verbiage originates."

	"Well, you spoke Tresson wonderfully. Tell me, do you remember much of Tressor?" she asked.

	"A bit," Leo answered. He sniffed the air and turned to the eastern horizon briefly before turning his shrouded gaze back to her.

	"Well?" she said expectantly.

	"Oh  . . . descriptions. Warmer. Much warmer. It only snows in the winter, and rarely even then. There tends to be a lot more green and a lot less white. The trees shed their leaves in the colder months. There are pests of all sorts buzzing about your head. I've got many an irritated memory of flies, mosquitoes, and the like flitting in and out of my ears. Mostly in.

	"What else? The towns are more spread out. The space between is littered with farms. Very large farms  . . . with many, many workers," he reminisced, his last words carrying a tone that betrayed a distant repressed emotion.

	"It all sounds so lovely. Like a paradise," she said.

	"I, for one, am glad to be rid of it," he said. "I have a natural coat that I cannot remove, and the summer can be downright unbearable. About the only thing I do miss is the hunting. My, but those forests were stocked. I could go for weeks without repeating a meal."

	He breathed a sigh of remembrance, but pressed onward. Myranda scanned the stark white countryside and tried to imagine it as he had described. Gentle rolling hills, a brilliant green instead of white. Warm breezes blowing, perhaps a fluttering of butterflies among a patch of wild flowers. She realized that no sight like that had ever truly blessed her eyes. Indeed, the closest she had come was the dream a few nights ago, before the darkness had come. Leo might as well have been describing a dream, though, because it was a place she would never be. It might exist somewhere, but crossing the battlefront to see it was as likely as reaching the stars with a step stool.

	"It reminds me of what I imagine when I think about the Chosen," she said.

	"The Chosen?" he replied

	"The Chosen Five. Surely you heard that old tale when you were a child," she said.

	"As I said, most of the tales I was told focused on convincing me just how awful my brethren were," he said.

	"Oh, well, you missed something. There is a long story that my parents used to tell. It tells of a time in the future when the war is at its absolute peak, and the world itself is on the brink of destruction. On that day, the gods will look down on the world and proclaim that an end to the fighting must come. And thus there will arise five warriors with the strength to strike down the strongest foe, and the wisdom to set things right again. The tale differs greatly from person to person in terms of just what these warriors will look like. As for me, I picture five noble knights in shining silver armor, astride white horses, riding across a green meadow," she said, thinking back to the bedtime stories of her youth.

	"Sounds nice. I would have liked to hear that one," he said.

	Pleasant conversation filled an hour or so more of walking before one of Myranda's frequent glances to the east brought her the sight she'd been dreading all day. Melorn Woods, a small forest well known for its hunting. It would certainly suit the purposes Leo had in mind, which meant that her company would soon be leaving her. Carefully, Myranda shifted to the right side of the road, away from the forest. If she could keep his eyes on her, he might not notice the woods for a few minutes more. Leo only smiled when she did so.

	"Clever," he said. "I suppose I should be flattered."

	"What?" Myranda said, mock innocence on her face.

	"You don't want me to see the forest over yonder," Leo replied, pointing squarely at the woods without looking.

	"I did not  . . . How did you . . ." Myranda stuttered confused by the immediate collapse of her plan.

	In answer, Leo pulled his hood back and shifted his finger to the tip of his sensitive nose, tapping it twice before tugging forward the hood to conceal it.

	"Oh, yes  . . . I had forgotten," Myranda said.

	"This is where we part, then. I truly enjoyed your company. If ever you find yourself at an arena, do look into the fighters' listing. I fight under the name ‘The Beast,'" he said.

	"I never thought I would have anything to do with one of those places, but now I just may," she assured him.

	Leo held out his hand for a farewell shake, but Myranda pushed it aside and embraced him warmly. He reluctantly returned the gesture.

	"Before I go, I have been meaning to ask. How much money was stolen from you?" Leo said.

	"I would say there were at least twenty copper coins in the bag. I had plans for that money." She sighed, shaking her head.

	"Well, it just so happens I have got a bit more money than I can carry, so if you will just do me the favor of taking it off my hands. . ." said the friendly creature, digging into the heavy bag in his cloak.

	Even before he had finished making his transparent excuse, Myranda was shaking her head.

	"I couldn't take your money. You have already done so much for me. It just wouldn't be right," she said.

	"Well, if you say so," he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. "Until we meet again."

	With that he turned to the woods, quickening into a sprint that no man could match. Myranda watched as her unexpected friend disappeared over the hill and into the forest. Almost immediately, the loneliness closed in around her. She sighed heavily and pulled her hood up into place, the long goodbye leaving her ears badly stinging from the cold.

	The sigh turned to a startled gasp as she felt a trio of ice-cold objects creep down her back. After frantically tracking them down with her hands, she retrieved the culprits. Three large silver coins, worth fifty coppers each. Leo must have slipped them into her hood just before he left.

	Myranda placed the sneaky gift into the one pocket that had not been worn through by overuse. With no company to occupy her mind, Myranda focused on the unfamiliar jingling of money in her pocket to distract her from the long road ahead. Not unlike the rest of this war-torn land, the coins had a rather troubled past.

	There had been a time, long before her own, when the three kingdoms that had become the Northern Alliance were still separate. Each had coins of their own. There were different sizes, designs, and names. Then came the war. The reason for the conflict between the vast southern kingdom of Tressor and the small mining kingdom Vulcrest was lost to the ages, but hostilities soon became such that Vulcrest could not hope to face the mighty foe alone. The sister kingdoms of Kenvard and Ulvard were called upon for aid. Before long, any distinction between the three kingdoms was lost--as with nearly all aspects of life, the money was stripped of its individuality for the sake of unity.

	Gone were the colorful, cultural names like Dellics, Glints, and Ouns. Instead there were the four types that remained today: copper pieces, half silvers, silver pieces, and gold pieces. The likeness of kings and queens of the past were hammered away, leaving the coins as plain and faceless as the people who spent them.

	The aimless wandering of her mind had done its job at least as well as the wandering of her feet. Before she knew it, she was approaching a shoddy wooden wall around an equally shoddy little town. Both were likely a remnant of the bygone age when the three kingdoms were separate. In those days, forts such as these dotted the landscape along the borders. Now most were left to rot, and some were made into trading posts. Such was the case here.

	A weathered and faded sign proclaimed the frosty place to be Fort Wick. A few steps more took her past the decrepit gate that had once held doors heavy enough to turn away a battering ram. Now one was wholly missing, burnt during a particularly harsh winter, no doubt. The other had dropped from its massive hinge and buried its corner in the earth, never to close again. The buildings, what few there were to speak of, were in slightly better condition.

	At the town's center was a large building surrounded by a handful of smaller ones. Here and there, the ancient gray wood of the walls gave way to the brown and yellow of new wood where the old had been replaced. Where once had been the cots of dedicated soldiers now stood shelves of poorly-made tools. A former armory held the flimsy wares of a leather smith. Most importantly, in what had been a stable in the years past could be found a market marked by a carving of crossed swords. Perhaps inside she could relieve herself of the burdensome sword and gain the means to reduce her burden further.

	Myranda hurried to the door and pulled it open. Inside, a simple, smoky oil lamp cast its sallow light on case after case of weapons of various types. An elderly man sat behind the counter, lazily shaving pieces off of a wooden stake. Judging from the mound of shavings on his shirt and the plank of a counter, it had been his sole activity for some time. The sight of a customer stirred him from his seat. The fellow had a head of wiry gray hair that had grown wildly out of control. He was exceptionally thin, but moved with considerable speed at the prospect of a sale. He glanced past her to the closing door, but when it shut without another customer, his eager look took a step toward confusion.

	"Ah, hello, little lady. What can I do for you?" he said, in a voice to match his withered features. "Have you lost your way?"

	"Do you sell these weapons?" she asked.

	"I do," he assured her.

	"Then it would seem I have found my way," she said.

	"I see. My apologies, miss. I don't get many young ladies through here. Truth be told, haven't had many people at all through here," he said.

	"Then I would think you would be happy to see me," she said.

	"Oh, that I am, miss. As a matter of fact, I've got just what you'll be wanting right here," he said.

	The feeble old man tottered to one of the cases behind the counter, mumbling all the way.

	"Just the thing for dainty hands. Nice and light  . . . and small," he muttered.

	He hobbled back to the counter with a leather pad with an array of small knives arranged on it. The eager salesman placed it down, beside where Myranda had placed the cloth-wrapped sword while he walked. The hidden prize drew a curious glance from the old man.

	"Did I put this here?" he asked, scratching his head.

	"No, sir, I did," she assured him.

	"Oh  . . . why?" he asked, the years having taken their toll on his mind, it would seem.

	"I would like to sell it to you," she said.

	"Oh, well, we can settle that later," he said, shifting quickly back to his sales pitch. "First, take a look here. A stiletto, and a fine one, you can be sure of that. Nice and thin, but tough. Toughest metal made. Won't bend, not one bit, you can be sure of that. Someone tries to bother you, young lady, you just put this little knife right through their ribs. Won't take hardly any effort, you can be sure of that. Push it in right up to the hilt. Won't have any trouble from that troublemaker any more, you can be sure of that."

	"That is very nice, but I would really like to show you this sword," Myranda said.

	"Now, now, miss, I am not in the habit of picking up rusted relics from the public, even from those as lovely as yourself," he said with a wink.

	Myranda weathered the unwelcome compliment for the sake of the deal she hoped to make.

	"I think this sword will pique your interest," she said.

	Myranda pulled the ragged cloth from her prize and carefully watched the merchant's face. His eyes widened briefly in astonishment, but dropped quickly back to their cool and sullen state. Now the game would begin. Uncle Edward's advice often echoed in the place of her mother's in Myranda's head, and when it came to haggling, he had a wealth of advice to give: "The only difference between a ten-copper price and a five is confidence. You can give them the most unreasonable of prices, but if you are confident about it, that price will not move an inch."

	For Myranda an additional requirement arose that made her perhaps a bit less of a skilled bargainer. Certainly confidence was essential--but, for Myranda, honesty was required for confidence. She was an excellent liar, but she simply functioned better with the truth on her side. As such, she had become something of an artist at sculpting the truth into something she could use.

	"Where does a little lady get such a big sword?" asked the old man.

	"It was left to me by a very dear friend," she said. That soldier in the field had saved her by leaving the sword. That made him a dear friend in her book.

	"So it is old, then . . ." he said, searching for a reason to drop the price.

	"The age has no bearing. This blade is immaculate and in perfect condition," she said, careful not to fall for his trick.

	A few words crept up from her memory.

	"Note the clean edge and excellent temper," she added, quoting Leo's observations.

	The two haggled back and forth for the better part of an hour. In the end, he bargained her down to fifty silver pieces, plus the stiletto and a sheath. Rather, she bargained him up from five. Both knew that the sword was worth ten times what he was paying, but she wasn't greedy. If she was equally skilled in her dealings with the other merchants, she would walk away with all she needed, and even some change in her pocket.

	"Now, I don't have all of the money right here. I deal mostly in coppers, so unless you want to carry around a few thousand of those, I will have to get some exchanged with my supplier," he said.

	"Of course," she said. "How long?"

	"Three days. Nearest inn is Bydell," he said, pointing a shaky finger in the direction from which she came.

	She'd had enough of that town, and decided on a second option.

	"Is there a church nearby?" she asked.

	"A churchgoer, eh? Good to hear it. These days, folks don't pay the reverence to the good word like they ought to. Particularly you young folks. To tell the truth, I haven't found the time to make it up there myself. The spirit is willing, but these old legs won't get me there. Time was I could . . ." he rambled.

	The old man attempted to regale her with a painfully long tale of his athletic exploits of youth. After the third off-topic story, Myranda cut in to request directions to the church. He indicated that there was a fork in the road a half-hour south. If she took a left there, she would find the church about an hour down the road. She thanked him, and, after getting the less than generous offer in writing, headed down the road.

	 


Chapter 5

	The sky had an unfriendly look to it. Myranda quickened her step. Snow came suddenly and severely this time of year, and to be caught in it would be very treacherous indeed. As the minutes wore on, the air became colder, and stinging pieces of ice were hurled into her face by a swiftly stiffening wind. She pulled her tattered hood forward and leaned into the wind, which blew out of the southeast. She had only just reached the fork when the wind began to carry not only snow from the ground, but also fresh flakes from the sky. She took the left turn and exposed her right cheek to the blustery assault that the left had thus far endured. The cold bothered her little, her mind locked instead on the consequences it brought with it.

	A snowfall alone would slow her, so long as there was little wind. Likewise, wind alone was more an annoyance than a threat. Together, though, they were deadly. The wind and snow were growing in intensity with equal ferocity. If she did not get a roof over her head soon, all of that bargaining would have been wasted. Periodically, a gust came so strong it stopped her in her tracks. Myranda closed her mouth and breathed through her nose, longing to gasp but knowing that air this frigid could tear at her insides if she didn't warm it first.

	The sun was still high in the sky, but the curtain of snow blocked its rays, making early afternoon seem like dusk. The road in front of her was a wall of white. In these conditions, she could pass within an arm's length of shelter without seeing it. Finding what her eyes told her useless, Myranda closed them to spare them the stinging wind. Now she had only the sound of her feet to guide her. Even under layers of snow, the crunch of a road had a different timbre than that of the turf of the field. Before long, she was not so much walking as wading through snow that had already drifted to knee height in some places. With each passing step and each icy flake, the hope of reaching the church seemed to fade.

	A streak of ice beneath the snow caused her to slip. She stumbled forward to catch her balance, but instead caught a sharp blow to the shoulder from an unseen obstacle. Sparks swirled against the black of her closed eyes as she reeled from the impact. She opened her eyes a sliver to see what had happened, and nearly cried out in joy at the sight of the frosted over shingles of the church. Feeling along the wall with what little sensation her fingers had left, she came to the door. Eagerly she pushed the gateway to savior, but after only a few inches it stopped and would not budge.

	"Hello?" Myranda said, banging desperately at the door. "I need help! Please let me in!"

	Even if there had been an answer, she could not have heard it over the howling wind. She shoved the door with all of the strength she could muster. It slid open a bit more. One more valiant push allowed just enough of a gap for her to slip through. She angled herself through the opening, a task greatly complicated by the large pack and long sword she carried. When she finally tumbled inside, she heaved the door shut against the biting wind.

	After spending several minutes catching her breath and brushing the caked snow from her clothes, she inspected the clearly unoccupied church. A pale white light filtered through the snow-encrusted windows, dimly illuminating what little there was to see. Aside from the odd broken chair or pew strewn about the floor, there was nothing in the way of furniture. It was clear that this place had been ransacked long ago and stripped of anything of value, leaving a large, empty room with a raised platform at one side and a fireplace.

	Myranda slid to the ground with her back against the door. Even with little more than the wind and snow out of her face, she could feel her cheeks redden with warmth. She sat for a time, letting her heart slow to a more normal pace and listening to the wind rattle what few shutters remained on the windows. When she finally recovered from the onslaught, her trembling having subsided somewhat, she rose to inspect the fireplace. The flue was clear, so at least a fire would be safe. She gathered together some wood from a broken pew and carefully arranged it in the hearth.

	Eventually, she was able to get a fire started. After basking in the much appreciated warmth, she pulled her provisions from her pack. The last of the purloined food would have to serve as her meal for the day. In truth, it might have been wiser to ration the precious stuff, as this blizzard had the potential to block her way for days, and there was no other food to be had. The meat was old already, though, and only getting older. She would rather have a full stomach today than an upset one tomorrow. She dropped all of the salted meat into the pot and put it over the fire.

	The fire was weak and not nearly able to heat the whole of the empty church, but, huddled near it, Myranda finally began to feel like herself again. The smell from the food was not exactly appetizing, and stirred memories of her uncle's hideous attempts at cooking. It seemed that whenever he tried anything more complicated than applying heat to a pot of water, the results were sickening. Myranda's father would kid that if he churned out one more concoction, he would ship him over to the enemy.

	That had been one of the last times she'd seen her father. Myranda tried to push the unwelcome memories away, but a tear came to her eye when she pictured the two of them together. It was foolish, but something inside her refused to believe that her father was gone. Somehow, after all of these years, she would still ask after him in each new town, even though every answer thus far had been one of ignorance or doubt.

	A draft from one of the several broken windows whisked through the largest hole in Myranda's worn cloak, reminding her once again that it needed to be replaced. Of course, she could never do that. Links to what little past she had were too precious to give up simply because they had lost their usefulness, and this cloak was the last thing she owned that had belonged to her Uncle Edward. She pulled the blanket from her sword and wrapped it around her. As she recalled the history of the cloak, she vaguely remembered relating it to that Leo fellow she had met. Quietly, she wished he were here to keep her company again.

	The light of the fire danced on the mirror-like finish of the blade. She stared at the pristine edge. It had likely been used in battle, certainly left to the elements, and yet the edge looked to be as keen as the day it was forged. Her eyes drifted to the grip. The jewels there were like none she had seen before, though, in truth, she had seen very few. Gazing into the deep blue gem at the hilt's center, she swore that she could see on forever, like looking into an endless dark tunnel.

	Myranda reached for the magnificent weapon, but stopped. She turned her palm up, the very same one she had risked to touch it with the first time. It had healed quickly. Now all that remained was a thin pink scar running across her palm, with a single red mark just below her middle finger. The longer scar, centered on her palm, was a long, curving line that twisted back and forth on itself. It resembled a pair of smooth waves with a trough between. The red mark was centered above this trough. It was the very same mark that adorned the blade. The blade, not the handle.

	Carefully, she touched the scabbard and flipped the sword to its other side. There was no mark anywhere near where her hand had touched the sword. How could such a scar have been formed?

	"Magic," she decided aloud. The owner had some sort of spell cast on the sword to brand the would-be thief with the mark of the rightful owner. For such a fine blade as this, a security measure of that type would hardly be out of place.

	Satisfied with her own explanation, she looked back to the fire. Using the corner of her blanket to shield herself from another burn, Myranda pulled her pot from the flames. The heat had done little to improve the flavor of the food, but the ration was nonetheless filling. With the meal gone, she realized that so long as the storm raged, she would have nowhere to go. Her weary muscles made it quite clear how they felt she should spend the spare time. She sought out perhaps the only unbroken chair in the church and sat upon it. Sitting on the cold floor was one thing, but sleeping on it was quite another. Once properly situated, she wrapped herself all the more securely in her blanket and drifted quickly off to sleep, regardless of the fact that there were still hours of sun left.

	The single night in a proper bed had spoiled her, it would seem. The clattering shutters and sudden drafts pulled her from slumber a handful of times through the afternoon and night. At first, she would jerk awake and look around, but soon she tried simply to ignore them and get back to sleep. In a way, the light sleep was a blessing. It spared her the terrible dreams that she had been suffering. Not once in her life had she had a recurring dream, though she had often hoped for one. Such dreams were said to carry great meaning. The dark and frightening images of her nightly torment did not bode well for the future.

	 


Chapter 6

	After she'd had her fill of fitful slumber, Myranda opened her eyes. The yellow light of the fire flickered on the walls of the otherwise darkened church. This struck her as odd. She had not fed the flames for hours. She tried to turn to the mysteriously lively fire, but something stopped her from shifting. Still groggy, she struggled to gain a glimpse of the tightness about her chest, straining until she could just barely see the cause. There were coils of rope wrapped tightly around her, securing her to the chair. Panic gripped her as tightly as the ropes as she struggled. Both rope and blanket trapped her hands. Despite the maddening effort to free them, there was little progress and even less hope of escape. In her struggle, all she managed to do was to knock her chair to the floor. With much effort, she was able to slide the chair along the floor to where she had left the sword, only to find it had been taken.

	Myranda regained her wits. This struggling was getting her nowhere. She had to think. Who would do this? Who could do this? All that she had of value was the sword. Why would someone who had the skill to bind her without awakening her even do so when they could have merely taken the sword? She tried to struggle again, hearing the jingle of silver in her pocket. They had not even robbed her.

	"It doesn't make any sense! Steal the sword, tie me up, and feed the fire!?" she cried in frustration. "Why would you feed the fire? Unless . . ."

	Unless whoever did this was still here. She held perfectly still and strained her ears, fearful to even breathe. All that could be heard was the tap of shutters and the crackle of flames. Myranda's rattled mind shaped each of them into a half heard footstep. Finally she gave up listening. What could she do, even if she heard her captor? Nothing while she was tied up. She glanced about in her limited view from the floor for something, anything to free her. The fire! She could burn the ropes! A second thought brought the realization that her blanket and clothes would likely burn to ashes before the binding even lit, let alone what would happen to her skin. There had to be another way.

	Irregularly scattered about the room were pieces of broken wood. If she could make her way to one of the piles, free her hand, get a shard, and work its jagged edge at the ropes that held her, she just might be able to free herself. It wasn't much of a plan, but it was at least more than she was doing now.

	Tipping over had slid her painfully to the side of the chair. By alternately working her right shoulder and right foot, she was able to inch along the floor. Each tiny slide the chair made produced an earsplitting grinding noise. If the captor was still near, he would most certainly hear it, but that didn't matter. Her best chance was to try to escape. After what seemed like an eternity of awkward sliding, she managed to reach a handful of the wood shards on the church floor.

	With her hands tied firmly beneath a blanket, there was no obvious way to get at the shredded wood. An option came to mind. It was foolish, it was desperate, and it likely wouldn't work. It was also her only choice. Taking a deep breath and tensing, she heaved her shoulder down upon the woodpile with all of the force she could muster. The cruelly sharp edge of one of the pieces burst through the blanket and bit into the flesh in her shoulder. Agonizing and damaging as this was, it was the result she had been hoping for. She cried out at the savage pain of it and slowly wriggled her left hand beneath the blanket to the site of the throbbing new injury. The rope permitted nearly no movement, but through sheer effort she managed to bring her fingers to the now-blood-soaked wood. She grasped weakly the shard and worked at pulling it from its new home.

	As painful as its appearance had been, the shard's removal was doubly so. With the utmost of care, she pulled the piece of wood through the tear in the blanket, out of her shoulder, and to a point just above the topmost of her bindings. A knife would have freed her with a few slices, but the jagged splinter tore only a few fibers of the rope at a time. After an eternity of patient scraping, the rope held by a tiny strand. Myranda strained at the weakened rope and it snapped. The other coils loosened and she was finally free of the chair.

	The injured arm was the first to reach the floor, and she had to roll quickly off of it. All of that time bound in the same position made standing a difficult task. When she was on her feet, she looked around her and strained her ears. She was alone. Whoever had tied her up had left and all of the noise had failed to prompt a return. A sharp throbbing in her arm drew her attention. It was bleeding fairly heavily. Convinced that she was safe from her captor, at least for the moment, she decided to care for the wound. The blanket was ruined; it might as well serve one last purpose. She tore it into strips and used it to bandage the afflicted limb. The blood from the gash had seeped through her shirt and the blanket, pooling on the floor. Looking at it intensified the dizziness that its loss had caused.

	With the most pressing of her concerns attended to, Myranda set her mind to the task of escaping. She assessed the situation. Of course, her pack was gone. A pull on the door revealed it to be solidly secured from the outside. The windows were all small and near to the high ceiling. There would be no escape through any of those. The sole window large enough to allow her to escape was the shattered stained glass window behind the pulpit, but it was even further out of her reach. She had to try the door again.

	She grasped the heavy wooden handle and tugged it with all of her strength. Slowly a tiny crack opened, one that closed the moment she relented. It wasn't much, but it was hope. Myranda scoured the assorted piles of wood until she found a reasonably sturdy plank. Placing its edge between the doors, she used it as a lever. Even with the added leverage, the doors would only open an inch or two. After carefully wedging the lever in the opening so that all of her hard work would not slip away, she put her eye to the narrow portal to the outside.

	It was night, and the perpetual cloud cover kept even the slightest hint of moonlight from reaching the snowy field. In the pitch blackness, she was barely able to make out a few coils of the same rope that had bound her securing the door. There was no way she could sever it in the same way she'd cut her own, and the harder she pulled at the door, the tighter the rope held.

	"Of course!" she said, immediately clasping a hand over her mouth.

	The rope! She could use it to escape. Hurrying to the severed bonds, she tied the ends, producing a strong rope of considerable length. Choosing a heavy piece of wood, she tied it to the rope. The resourceful young lady ran to the broken stained glass window and hurled the weighted end of the rope. A twinge of pain in her shoulder robbed the throw of some of its strength and the rope fell short. Shifting the rope to her left hand, she tried again, reaching the window but failing to hook onto it. A third throw held.

	After testing the strength of the rope, she tried to climb. The injured shoulder again slowed her, but she refused to let it stop her. With supreme effort, she managed to pull her feet from the ground, only to come crashing down again a moment later, preceded by the subdued but unmistakable sound of metal biting into wood. She looked up from the ground to see a single throwing blade protruding from the wall. Myranda traced the path of flight back to its source, a dark form crouched on the rooftop outside one of the smaller windows.

	A scraping sound drew her gaze back to the window. With nothing securing it the wooden grapple fell to the ground outside, dragging the precious rope along with it. All that was left behind was a useless length of rope no longer than her arm. By the time she looked back to find the person who had thwarted her escape, the window was empty.

	"Who are you!? What have I done!? Why are you holding me here!?" Myranda cried out to her captor. Silence was her answer.

	Beaten, Myranda stood the fallen chair upright and sat down, no more free now than when the ropes had bound her, and with a rapidly stiffening right arm to remind her of her defeat. She surveyed her prison once more. Tiny windows topped the sloping roof on either side, they themselves topped by a smaller roof. Above the entrance was a small room that once held the church bell. The hole that had been made for the bell pull to hang through now showed a few dry, rotted strands. A plank with some stray rungs dangling from it was all that remained of a maintenance ladder.

	She trudged to the door she had wrestled partially open. The inch-wide portal to the outside remained, for whatever reason, undisturbed by the kidnapper. The fiend could have easily pushed her wedge from the door and robbed her of this tiny accomplishment, but instead it remained, whistling with the frigid wind of the outside. Earlier that day she had prayed to find this place and to be allowed inside, but now all she wanted was to leave. She put her eye to the crack.

	The sky to the east was beginning to take on the rose hue of dawn, coloring the stark white snow a faint crimson. The only soul to be seen was the captor, dressed in the same blasted cloak as any other northerner. The stranger sat with eyes to the east and back to Myranda. Far off in the distance, a speck of black was moving toward them along the snow-mounded road. As it drew nearer, it revealed itself to be a horse-drawn sleigh. It was not unusual for such vehicles to be seen so soon after such a terrible storm. Blizzards were anything but uncommon, and waiting for the roads to clear was a surefire way to be caught in the next. However, it was clear that no one had been along this road for many months, save for whoever had looted this place. This sleigh's appearance could not be a coincidence.

	When the sleigh was near enough, Myranda could see that the horses, the sleigh itself, and the four soldiers who stepped out of it, all bore the unmistakable emblem of the Northern Army. Her heart lifted. She had not been happy to see a soldier of either side for years, but today they represented her only chance for rescue.

	"Here! I am in here! Help me!" she cried out, beating on the door with her fists. A sharp pain in the shoulder quickly put the hammering to an end, but she continued to call out.

	When she was certain that she had been heard, she put her eye back to the crack in the door. The four soldiers stood silently before the door, each in full combat armor, complete with face masks. The first was speaking calmly with her captor while the others looked on. They made no motion toward the door. She strained her ears to hear what the two were saying. Only the soldier spoke loudly enough to hear.

	"The one who touched the sword? We are charged with her return, as well as that of the sword," he said, in response to the kidnapper's unheard comment.

	The sinister figure pulled a bundle from inside the cloak and held it out, obviously the sword that had been taken from Myranda. The soldier took the weapon with gauntlet-clad hands and uncovered it. After as close an inspection as he could manage without raising his face guard, he looked to the kidnapper.

	"It seems to be the piece we require. We shall take the girl and be on our way," he said, moving toward the door. The captor stopped him with a hand to the shoulder.

	"What?" the soldier said, irritated.

	The kidnapper held the hand out palm up.

	All hope was dashed away as she struggled to comprehend the pieces as they came together. He was waiting to be paid! The Northern Army was in league with the stranger who had captured her! Why? And why did they want her? A thousand thoughts of fear burned across the back of Myranda's mind and her heart fluttered in her chest. The exchange between the conspirators continued.

	"The capture and return of the swordbearer is the responsibility of the Alliance Army. Regardless of what orders you may have received, your interference is considered a treasonous action. Owing to the fact that your interference was entirely beneficial, you will not be charged," the soldier said.

	Her captor said something too quiet to hear, but the fiend's body language betrayed more than a bit of anger.

	"I have received no word of such an agreement, and even if I had, it would have been deemed illegal. You shall receive no payment. I suggest you accept this fact and be grateful we do not kill you where you stand," he said.

	Her mind raced. How could anyone want her or the sword? She had only just found it in the field a day or two ago. It had obviously been there for some time. And how could anyone have found her here so quickly? No one knew she would be here, not even she, until the old man had  . . . the old man. He must have assumed she had stolen the sword, and he told her where to go. Apparently she had not learned her lesson about who to trust for directions. The cloaked figure must be a bounty hunter. Things were looking grim. If the Alliance Army had come to take her away, she might be witnessing her last sunrise. In criminal matters, only an accusation was needed to be thrown into prison, and if the weapon was valuable enough to hire a bounty hunter and alert the army, she would remain locked away for the better part of a decade.

	As she worried what the future held for her, the exchange between the bounty hunter and the soldiers became very heated. The other soldiers, who had stood silently until now, began to encircle the blade-for-hire. The leader stepped between the door and his underlings and began working at the ropes, blocking Myranda's view of the spectacle. Despite the overwhelming emotion, she could not help but notice an odd quality about him. It was something in the way he moved. It seemed  . . . foreign.

	A flash of light reflecting off of something metal shifted her gaze to the action behind the approaching leader. The soldiers began to move back, but never even made it to a second step. One by one the soldiers jerked awkwardly and dropped to the ground. Their ends were brought in a heartbeat by a single strike too fast to see. The clang of falling armored bodies drew the attention of the leader. His head had not yet turned when a blur of steel removed it from his shoulders.

	Myranda backed away, but the grim spectacle lingered in her mind. She stumbled back from the door, her head spinning and her stomach churning. The sight had physically sickened her, and she could not keep her feet. She settled dizzily to the ground, coughing and gagging.

	Somehow she managed to maintain her composure. When she felt well enough again, her eyes turned to the door. The murderer was still out there, she could feel it. The tides had turned again. Her desire to wrench the doors open and taste freedom was swiftly replaced with a repeated prayer that they remain shut, that the monster outside would not come in. She kept her gaze locked on the door for what seemed like an eternity, fearful even to blink.

	The light of morning crept across the floor in front of her. Myranda strained her every sense to try to learn what the killer was up to. Only the occasional whinny of horses and the drip of melting snow broke the silence. Slowly, careful to make no sound, she rose to her feet and crept toward the doors, eyes focused intently on the slit of light between. She was only a step or two away when the ribbon of light darkened. She rushed backward, tripping over a piece of wood and hitting the ground hard. There was a blur and a hiss as the fiend's blade split the restraining ropes. The doors swung open, leaving the dark silhouette of the murderer as the light reflecting from the snow fairly blinded Myranda.

	Squinting against the sudden brightness, Myranda felt for a piece of wood and brandished it. She'd seen what he could do to trained warriors, but no one would take her life without a fight. If this monster was going to finish her off, she would be sure to make the decision a regrettable one. The form of the bounty hunter had only begun to clear when it leapt from the light. Now it was hidden somewhere in the darkness inside. Myranda's eyes were useless, as the contrast of light and dark kept her from seeing anything. Before she could even react, she felt the board she'd grabbed torn from her grip. Her arm was pushed painfully behind her back and she was forced forward.

	Fighting all the way, Myranda was led outside. Each time she resisted, a sharp pain in her already-injured shoulder forced her to continue. The snow was ankle-deep at its shallowest, and as tall as she in drifts. When she was nearly to the horses in front of the sleigh, her arm was released with one final thrust. A second iron grip locked onto the back of her head, keeping her gaze forward. One of the horses had been cut off of the sleigh, every symbol of the army's ownership removed from the equipment.

	"Go. Now!" came a whisper to her ear, harsh and disguised, but certainly a male. His final word flared with anger, offering some hint of a voice.

	Myranda gasped as she felt the cold edge of a knife pressed to her throat.

	"If you so much as glance in my direction, I will do to you what I did to them," he said, turning her head to the remains of the soldiers.

	Where once had stood a man now lay a mangled mass of metal. The snow around the heap was pitted where flecks of blood melted through, and armor showed smudges of blood far blacker than she had seen anywhere but the field a few days ago. There was no flesh or bone among the spent armor either, only a scattering of bluish-gray dust. There had been more than a blade at work in the murder of these soldiers. Some unholy magic had ravaged their bodies. He had taken more than their lives; he had taken their humanity. Now they could not even be honored for their sacrifice with a funeral. It was horrible.

	She climbed with difficulty to the back of the horse. It had never been meant for an individual rider, so it had no saddle. Myranda had ridden bareback before, but she preferred not to. Now, however, was no time to object.

	As she snapped the reins and went on her way, she filled her head with the mindboggling facts of the day. This bounty hunter captured her, bound her, and stole her most valuable item. Yet, at the same time, he left her money and made sure to keep the fire going, even though he did not warm himself by it. The fire must have been for her--but why? It was clear that she herself had some value to him, but after killing those who seem to have come for her, he provided a means to escape and demanded that she use it. Why? Was this some sort of cruel game?

	Myranda urged the horse forward. Despite the dozens of paces already between them, she could feel the place in her back where a knife might slip in at the first hint of hesitation. She pushed the horse as hard as she could to put as much space between herself and the killer as she possible. Minutes passed--she knew not how many--before she reached the fork in the road and decided she felt safe enough to stop.

	The horse breathed great, steaming gasps as she gave it its first rest. It was unaccustomed to speed, being used only to pull a sleigh. She looked to the beast's back and frowned. Her pack had never been returned to her. All that she had left was the three silvers that the friendly fox had given her earlier. It was just yesterday, but it seemed ages ago. She looked to the south. No sense going back to the man who had sent the soldiers and murderer after her. She would head to the next town, replace her lost goods, and decide what could be done.

	Now that the desperate fear had released its grip on her, she became aware of three things. First, the cold was absolutely biting. The night she had spent away from it only served to make it feel many times worse. Second was the pain in her shoulder. It had been burning steadily from the cold, but she had only now become aware of it. Last, as the horse began at a gentle trot, she heard a peculiar jingling. It was different from the sound of the various buckles and straps of the horse's equipment. Curious, she looked about for the source of the sound. She soon found it. There was a bag, tied to one of the horse's straps. The removed the satchel and opened it. The sight made her head spin.

	It was the bag of coins she'd had stolen from her. There could be little doubt. Everything from the ancient-looking bag to the weathered coins were familiar to her. How? How had it gotten here? The killer must have been there, in that tavern, that very night. How else could he have the bag? And why would he give it to her? Did he want her to know? She shook the bag and discovered the sheathed stiletto had been placed inside, along with a note. Eagerly she snatched it out, sure that the message had not been there when she had last had it.

	It was on a coarse paper, written in a precise hand. The words read:

	Your life ended the day you touched that sword. By nightfall, every gossip and snitch will know your name. By sunrise, every guard and soldier will know your face. When night comes again, you will find no safety among your own people. Use your last few hours of anonymity to get as far from society as possible.

	She shivered, but this time it was not the cold that shook her. She was a part of something that she did not understand. The sword was gone, but she still was not safe. What possible reason could they want her for? Why would touching a sword make such a criminal of her? And why would the killer give her this advice? The questions came in droves, the answers not at all.

	She tried to focus on the positive, if any could be found. Her first thought was that she had been lucky enough to escape with her life. The soldiers had not had that good fortune. Also, she now had a horse. It was the very thing that she'd hoped to gain by selling the sword. In a way, she had gotten from the vile weapon what she had intended. Now she was freed from the burden of walking--not that she could enjoy it. It gave her more time to think at the one point in her life when it was the last thing she wanted to do.

	In all that had happened so far, there was only one thing that was certain. It was not over. The words on the note were true. In days the stories of her deeds, whatever they might be, would reach the ends of the continent. She did not even know what she had done wrong, but in just a few hours everyone else would, and they would have already marked her guilty for it. It did not matter that the only people who knew the truth were dead or outlaws themselves--a tale such as this had a mind of its own. It could move unaided across the land, whispering itself into people's ears, all the while gaining speed at the expense of accuracy. Gossip had a way of defying the laws of nature sometimes. People would know.

	The more she thought about the day that had passed, the more troubled she became. Try as she might, she couldn't shake the images of death and the chilling sense of fear from her mind. Her distraction from the trip, unpleasant though it may have been, coupled with the speed of traveling on horseback, brought her to her destination in what seemed like no time at all.

	 


Chapter 7

	Afternoon was approaching as Myranda entered the village. Unlike the other places she'd been to, this town was alive with activity. Cloaked people busily cleared mounds of snow from the streets. Smoke rose from chimney after chimney. A well cared-for sign heralded the bustling hamlet as Nidel. The eyes of the people hard at work stayed, for the most part, on the task at hand. This gave Myranda some comfort. They did not know yet. Indeed, how could they? Even if they had been told every detail of what had happened, there were only two people who knew what she had done and what she looked like. As long as she didn't behave strangely, she would be just another visitor  . . . for now.

	Even with the rock-hard proof she had offered herself of her current safety, she could not help but feel stares, as though she had been changed by what she had been through, and every man, woman, and child could look upon her and know. As though the smear of blood staining her cloak spelled out the tale of its creation. Her rumbling stomach broke through the thoughts swirling in her head. Down the street, a gaily-painted sign with a picture of a roast turkey beckoned her to its door. After seeing that her horse had been attended to, she stepped inside. It was a far cry from the establishments she'd been to recently. For one, the windows and lamps kept the place quite well-lit. Also, it was spotless. Nowhere were the flies and vermin that had called the Lizard's Goblet home. Finally, there was barely a soul in the place. Only the lone waitress, a plump and energetic young woman who sprung eagerly to her feet to greet and serve the new arrival, and a single patron, accompanied by a pile of bags and packs, could be seen.

	"Good morning, miss!" she said, overjoyed to have a customer to serve. "Just have a seat anywhere you like and tell me what I can get you."

	The entire left wall had a long wooden bench attached to it, with tables dispersed regularly along its length. It was there that she took a seat, sliding behind a table. She glanced at the other customer, a young man with white hair, who sat at the other end of the bench. He was intent on reading a thick, leather-bound book and took no notice of her. The smell from the kitchen was heavenly, a mix of baking bread and roasting meat. Myranda pulled back her worn hood and took in the tantalizing aroma. The waitress interrupted her quiet appreciation with the simple phrase.

	"Miss?" she said.

	Myranda shifted her gaze to the young lady.

	"What would you like to start with?" the eager server asked.

	Myranda's stomach rumbled a plea for haste.

	"What do you have that is fast?" she asked.

	"Well, the roast beef has just finished, and we have some biscuits still from breakfast," she recalled.

	"Gravy?" Myranda asked hopefully.

	"What sort of a place would we be if we served biscuits without gravy?" the waitress said with a smile.

	"Biscuits and gravy, then. And a glass of something besides wine," she said, remembering the throbbing head after her last indulgence.

	"Cider?" the waitress asked.

	"Perfect," Myranda said.

	"Won't be a minute," came her cheerful reply.

	The waitress scurried off with the order. Myranda leaned her aching back against the seat. She noticed movement to her left and saw the young man gathering up his things. He hoisted what looked to be a very heavy pack to his shoulders effortlessly in a well-practiced motion. When he had collected all of his goods, he headed off toward the door--but rather than leaving, he dropped the packs on the floor beside Myranda and sat at the table adjacent to hers. He opened his book and took to reading again.

	"It is very good here," he said without looking.

	"What is?" she asked. Ordinarily she would be pleased to have company, but in light of recent events, the attention made her nervous.

	"The gravy. I'm not one for sauces, but this place is an exception. I make sure to eat here each time I come through town just to get it," he said. "You just wait, you'll agree."

	Myranda nodded. She looked at him. He was a shade taller than she, white hair out of place, framing a young face. His clothes were a refreshing--and practically unique--departure from the ubiquitous gray cloak. It was a lighter, almost white coat, with a bit of fur peeking out of the sleeve and attached hood. Had he been outside, it would have been simple to pick him out from a crowd. As she looked at him, she realized that he was likely the last person she would be able to talk to, possibly for the rest of her days, without pleading for her freedom or her life. It would be best to take advantage.

	"What do you do?" she asked.

	"This and that. Yourself?" he replied.

	"I seem to be limited to ‘that,'" she said.

	"It's just as well. 'This' can get boring after a while," he said.

	The stranger turned a page.

	"What is your name?" she asked.

	"Desmeres Lumineblade," he said.

	"That is a unique name," she said.

	"Not particularly. My grandfather had it, as did his. My guess is that they liked the name Desmeres and hated the name junior," he said.

	A moment passed.

	"Don't you want to know my name?" she asked.

	"No need. There is only the two of us here. After lunch we go our separate ways, probably never to meet again. Until then, you talk to me, I talk to you. No cause for confusion, no need for names. That's why people always do introductions when they meet up with a third person," he said.

	"Well, it is Myranda," she said. "Just in case we meet a third person."

	"Myranda. Lyrical," he said, his eyes still trained on the book.

	The food was set before Myranda and she eagerly partook. He was right, it was delicious. When the edge had been taken from her hunger, she decided to give the thought swirling in her head a voice.

	"What is that you've got there?" she asked, indicating the book.

	"One of the unfortunate consequences of ‘this.' Notes on dealers," he said.

	"Dealers?" she inquired.

	"Weapons dealers," he said.

	Myranda frowned.

	"You sell weapons," she said flatly.

	Desmeres tipped his head and squinted an eye. "Not sell--design  . . . and collect."

	"Really?" she asked.

	"I detest people who lie to strangers," he said.

	"It was only a few days ago that I had even heard that such a thing as a weapon collector existed, and now I have met one," she explained.

	"There happens to be another one just two doors over. Waste of time though. The only thing of note in this town is the gravy," he said.

	"Why collect?" she asked.

	"Why?" he repeated, closing his book. "Why not? A good weapon is a tool. A great one is a masterpiece. Art, plain and simple. Crafted with care, every detail lovingly shaped, balanced, polished. If sculptures were crafted with such care, the sculpture and the model who posed would be indistinguishable. Have you got a knife?"

	"No  . . . well, yes, right here," she said, remembering the stiletto that had been returned to her.

	"There, you see. Straight, sturdy, sharp. A tool. Here, have a look at this one," he said.

	 Desmeres pulled a sleek, curving blade from his belt.

	 "Now, this? This is a blade! Look at the curve. Look at the edge. Simple. Elegant. Organic. This could have come from an animal. Based on the shape of a dragon's claw. And watch this," he said.

	He closed his fingers around the handle, then opened all but the index finger. The weapon balanced on one finger.

	"The creator worked for months on this. It would be at home in a gallery or in a foe's back. I challenge you to find another work of art with that flexibility. Of course, this particular blade has more than good breeding--it has a history," he said. "They say it was used by none other than the Red Shadow."

	Myranda respected his passion for the subject, even though she didn't share it. It was rare to see such interest in anything, save the news of the most recent battle. The weapons he collected were the heart of the war, and so she despised them, but here was a man who admired the form above the purpose. It was a refreshing step aside from the prevailing obsession of her country folk. She could see his point, as well. What he held was truly a thing of beauty. As she looked at the piece, her thoughts turned to the sword. It was every bit as lovely as the dagger, and likely as well-crafted. She wondered how much this patron of the arts would have paid for such a piece.

	His mention of the Red Shadow bothered her, though. Everyone had heard of the notorious killer, but Myranda had always tried to convince herself that the tales of his assassinations were fiction. The reality that the blade brought to the subject chilled her. Stories told of a man who killed a wolf with his bare hands and wore the bloodied skull as a helmet. Whenever a man of high breeding was found dead, rumors of the Red Shadow would flow anew. A tiny, nagging thought that there might be a connection to her own life was quickly silenced in the back of her mind. That thought was too much for her to consider right now.

	"A realization dawns. You know what brought me here. I am now at a disadvantage," he said, interrupting her thoughts.

	"Pardon?" Myranda said, confused by the odd phrasing.

	"What are you up to on this fine day?" he asked.

	"Trying to decide what is next," she said.

	"Fair enough. Try not to strain yourself, though. It will happen just the same," he said, putting his book away and gathering his various bags together. "I've got to get to Fort Wick by sundown."

	"I've  . . . never mind," she said, choosing against mentioning her meeting with the old man who may or may not have sent the soldiers her way.

	"Right  . . . well, until next time," he said.

	The young man pulled his shallow hood up and stepped out the door. His form through the window in the unique garb was comically different from the otherwise uniform clothing of the others. A wave of sadness swept over her at the sight of a dozen or so people outside in the ever-present gray cloaks. She had always felt bothered by the fact that she could travel for days, see a hundred or more people, and not be able to tell one from the other. She suddenly felt pride in the tattered, bloodstained cloak she wore. It may not be glamorous, but it was different. She, at least, would be remembered for more than a moment.

	The sadness turned to fear, though, at a single thought. The murderer wore the very same cloak as everyone else. Any one of the people on the street could be the man who had captured her. She turned from the window. Worse! She was a fugitive. The unique cloak she had prided herself on would be more than enough of a description to seal her fate and assure her capture. Best not to think about it. She would buy a new cloak, but there was very little she could do. If the Alliance Army wanted her, she would be found.

	With great effort, she finished her meal without succumbing to the anxiety eating at her mind. No sooner had the last crumb been finished than the waitress reappeared, eager to sell more.

	"Anything else for you today?" she asked.

	"No, thank you very much," Myranda said.

	"Five coppers," she said.

	Myranda dug into the satchel she had found on the horse's reins and gave the waitress five of the coins. The waitress lingered, jingling the coins in her apron. Myranda took the less than subtle hint and fished out two more coppers and dropped them on the table. The waitress widened her smile.

	"Thank you, miss, and you have a perfectly lovely day," she said.

	"And to you," Myranda said.

	Myranda remained in her seat for a time. What was next? She was unsure who knew who she was, or what they thought she did. Did they still think that she had the sword? If it had belonged to a high-ranking military official, the penalty for its theft would be equal to that of treason. The sentence was worse than simple execution. An example would be made of her. Torture, humiliation, and shame would fill her days until she was finally put to death in as gruesome and public a manner as could be managed.

	She swallowed hard and looked to the darkening scar on her left palm. That blasted sword had marked her in more ways than one. Her life had been far from pleasant, but it had gotten worse with each passing moment since the instant she had touched the cursed blade. Perhaps the spell that had branded her hand carried with it a hex that would plague her with such misfortune for the rest of her days. Her heart sunk further. Magic had always intrigued her, but she'd seen it at work only a handful of times. Now it seemed that magic was at work, making her wretched life into a positively abysmal one. She closed her hand.

	"Pardon me?" she asked the waitress.

	"Yes?" came her chipper reply.

	"Do you have rooms to rent?" she asked.

	"Not here. Look for Milin's Inn. Right across the way." She pointed.

	"Thank you," Myranda said.

	She left the restaurant in search of a better place to wash up and keep her horse until she had bought the supplies she would need. She found the inn quite easily, and found facilities for the horse alongside of it. She gave a few coppers to the stable hand and directed him to see to it the horse was taken care of. Inside the building, she found a well-lit, tidy lobby. A man with an eye patch stood behind the counter, with a young boy slouching in front of the door. Her entry provided the same degree of excitement that it had in the restaurant earlier.

	"Welcome to Milin's Inn. What can I do for you today?" the owner asked.

	"I need a room for the next few hours," she said.

	"I am very sorry, but we require that our customers pay for at least one night. I assure you that once you've seen our room, you will not want to leave," he said.

	"That will be fine. Any room. Cheap, if possible," she said.

	"Our rooms start at twenty coppers a night," he said.

	"That is a bit steep," she said.

	"The best price in town for the best rooms in town. You pay for quality," he said, in a well-rehearsed manner.

	Myranda reluctantly parted with one of the silvers. The keeper gave her back a half silver and five coppers. Two of the coppers found their way into the boy's pocket for showing her to the room and giving her the key. The room was cozy and clean, far more so than the one at the Lizard's Goblet.

	Myranda locked the door behind her. As the day had progressed, the afflicted shoulder had begun to throb and stiffen.

	She threw the stained cloak on the bed. Rolling back her sleeve, which proved to be a particularly painful experience, she found the bandage utterly saturated with blood. Myranda clenched her teeth and winced in pain as she pulled it away. The simple gash was swollen and red, crusted with the crimson remains of the blood. It was not improving. She knew from experience that wounds that took on this appearance seldom healed on their own and never healed completely.

	A testament to the quality of the inn, there was a pitcher of clean water provided for her, along with a basin and a stack of clean towels. She filled the basin and cleansed the wound. Each time she wrung out the cloth the red tint of the water deepened. When she was through, the water in the bowl had the look of some terrible wine. The cloth was pink, stained for good. Since she knew that the cloth would never come clean, she used it to replace the bandage. The cool, moist cloth soothed the pain slightly, but if she ever wanted full use of her right arm again, she would need a healer.

	After doing her best to clean the bloody stain from the cloak, she left the room, locking the door behind her.

	The innkeeper gave her a smile, as did the porter, as she left the inn. It was refreshing to be looked upon so graciously, though she knew that the silver in her pocket was the only thing that had earned her such treatment. In a way, she preferred the disdainful stares she received when people found she was a sympathizer. Those reactions, even though they were rooted in ignorance, were at least rooted in honesty. These people would treat her like a queen so long as she could pay her bill.

	The cold air hit the moistened shoulder and stung, stirring her to get through her errands quickly. She moved from business to business, being served by elderly men and women, children, the disabled, and anyone else unfit for the role of soldier. These were the people who had populated the towns for as long as she could remember. It wasn't long after childhood that she herself had begun to feel the questioning stares of the townsfolk, wondering why this healthy young lady was not on the front, putting her life on the line for the war effort.

	She had heard that women had not always been obliged to go to war. They were to stay behind and tend to the affairs of the home. Those years were long gone. Now the towns were growing more and more sparsely populated as the generations of people were being killed in battle before they could even spawn the next crop of warriors. The faded bloodstain on her cloak was likely the only thing keeping the people from questioning her presence in this town, earning her the assumed status of injured soldier on leave. Such were not uncommon in the larger towns until a few months ago, when they stopped showing up. She quietly thanked fate for the rare bit of luck, and went about her tasks.

	 


Chapter 8

	After a day of spending, Myranda headed back to the inn with a handful of essential items for the days to come. A small, one-person tent was tucked under her one good arm, and a sturdy new pack filled with provisions was slung onto her back. Only a few pieces of copper remained in her pocket, but she had all she needed. Her last errand was to seek someone to give attention to the afflicted shoulder.

	Healers had been a scarcity ever since enemy pressure required all available clerics to report to duty immediately. That was several years ago. Still, until recently here and there one could find an apprentice cleric or an alchemist deemed unfit for duty. Now even that was becoming rarer, as each year more laws were passed to prevent medical practitioners from treating anyone who had not served in the Alliance Army. It was just another way to prevent the people from avoiding service.

	Myranda had just given up looking for one when she noticed a very urgent message arriving. A horse was galloping as quickly as its legs would carry it through the half-cleared street. When it reached the center of town, the rider jumped off. He seemed to be as winded as the horse, and drew an eager crowd around him.

	"The old church is on fire!" he exclaimed.

	The eyes of the crowd turned to the north horizon. A wisp of black smoke in the distance confirmed his story. Myranda felt a pang of fear burn in the back of her mind.

	"That old place was bound to come down one of these days. It had been rundown for years," a grizzled old man said.

	"That isn't all. There were men, some of ours, dead. I went to see the fire, I saw them on the ground, four of them. It wasn't anything normal that took these men, though. There was nothing left but dust, like some black magic struck them down or something. No sign of the culprit. I've just come from Fort Wick. No one had been in or out since yesterday, except one girl. She must have done this, and she came this way!" cried out the winded man.

	Myranda walked as calmly as she could back to the inn as people flooded out of every door to hear the new tale. It would not be long before one of them put the pieces together and came after her. She dropped off the key to her room with the stable attendant and loaded her things onto the horse. She then led it slowly and calmly into the narrow backstreet behind the stable. When she was sure that she would be unseen, she climbed to the horse's back and rode out of town.

	"Please," she whispered, "just let me escape notice for a minute more. If I can make it over the hill without any eyes falling upon me, I have a chance."

	The horse stepped briskly though the knee-deep snow of the uncleared road out of town. Several nervous glances over her shoulder assured her that the chaos brought by the news had yet to subside enough to organize a search for her, but it was only a matter of time. When she had reached the foot of the hill, she knew that she was out of sight of the townsfolk. Only one idea came to mind. She pulled her things from the horse's back. Stuffing anything she didn't need into the new cloak she had just bought, she strapped it to the horse's back.

	"Well, it was nice having you around while it lasted. I hope things turn out better for you than they did for me," she said to the horse.

	With that she gave it a slap that sent the animal galloping down the road. Already she could hear the angry cries of a posse leaving the town. Myranda scraped at the heavy mound of ice and snow left by the side of the road by the blizzard. The dense drift was well-packed enough to allow a hollow to be dug. A few moments of frantic digging produced an alcove in the snow drift facing the field. She threw her pack into the hollow and followed it. The first lynch mob had just reached the top of the hill when she covered herself over as best she could. The horse, running wildly, was too far away from the mob to be clearly seen. The angry people of the town followed it as though she was still on its back. The sound of their furious voices would surely keep it running, and the lack of a rider would keep it well ahead. With any luck, her decoy would keep the mob on the move for the better part of the day.

	Myranda held her breath as half of the town poured out onto the snowy road on every available horse. It was not until the thunder of hoofbeats had receded into the distance entirely that she pulled herself from her frigid hiding place. Ice clung to her cloak and chilled her to the bone, but at least the terrible throbbing in her shoulder had numbed.

	Shivering, she reached into the snowy alcove and pulled out her things. All that was left was the sturdy pack, loaded with some food and water, and the travel tent. She set her body to the daunting task of hoisting the essential apparatus to her back and her mind to the still more taxing task of escaping the area, as well as the near impossible task of clearing her name.

	In a perfect world, she would merely have to explain the truth to be freed of blame. In the here and now, though, she was a stranger and the victims were the beloved soldiers. She was as good as dead. There was a task at hand, though, so the task at mind could wait. The pack was across her back, the tent tied to the top. She was anything but a small target and could barely walk under the weight of her things. If she was to escape this place with her freedom, it would be through nothing short of a miracle.

	Myranda scanned the horizon. Rolling white fields turned quickly to rocky, impassible mountains in the east, the Rachis Mountains. Crossing them would be difficult. They formed a chain that traced a crooked line across the Northern Alliance, beginning at the hilly plains just beyond the capital in the far north, and running nearly to the Tresson border. Crossings were scattered and tended to be well regulated. Best to avoid them.

	South was where her pursuers had been led and north was the way she'd come. Neither was a viable route of escape. Westward was a snowy field that sloped smoothly downward, likely ending in a stream or river. Streams meant bridges--which, in turn, meant roads. There would be plenty of fresh water and means to find a road when the time came. Her pack had food enough for a few days, and by that time, there was hope that the tale would have been twisted enough as it was passed from ear to ear that she could escape immediate suspicion.

	At the very least, the time would dull their memory enough to offer a chance of escaping recognition.

	It was as good an idea as any. At least it meant walking downhill. She set off to the west as the cloud-shrouded sky reddened with the coming evening. To say her progress was slow would be a monumental understatement. By the time the last few rays of sun were fading, the light they cast was enough to reveal angry villagers streaming back to the town. Myranda was still near enough to see them, which meant that they were near enough to see her.

	She kept low, confident that she would not be spotted, though fearful that her trail might. That would continue to be a concern for her until a fresh snow had wiped away the footprints. Fortunately, in the north, a snow storm was seldom far away.

	After nearly an hour of patient watching, the last of the lynch mob that had ridden off in search of her finally returned to the town and dusk had turned to a typical moonless night that made only their torches visible. Perhaps a few more steps south would serve as a fair campsite, provided she could wake early enough to take down her tent and move on before the road got busy. Myranda turned her back to the town, now completely shrouded in the blackness of night. It was this darkness she'd been waiting for. No one would see her now. All she had to do now was erect the tent against the biting cold of the northern night, and she would be safe until morning.

	Unfortunately, the very night she had awaited for safety had been awaited by others--others who wished their activities to go unseen as well. They'd seen her leave. They'd followed her. Now she was far enough from prying eyes to allow action to be taken.

	Myranda had just finished wrestling the thick canvas of the tent into place. It was with no small amount of difficulty, as the cold had taken most of the feeling from her hands. She forced the last wooden stake into place and attempted to massage some feeling into her icy fingers. Blowing into them and rubbing them vigorously had managed to restore some tingling when she heard a peculiar rustling. Her first thought was that a rabbit had found its way into the mass of fabric of the tent and was trying to free itself. She turned to the tent only to hear the sound again, from behind her. Myranda turned quickly, her heart nearly skipping a beat.

	Five figures stood before her. They wore cloaks, just as everyone else did, but these were different. They were nearly black, as opposed to the lighter gray of the others. They stood, silent and moved only by the breeze, staring at Myranda with unseen eyes from within cavernous hoods.

	"Who are you?" she stammered.

	The figures remained silent. Myranda backed toward the pack she'd left just inside the tent.

	"What do you want?" she asked, fear mounting.

	Slowly, and with an eerie smoothness, the figures began to approach her. Myranda fell to the ground and reached into the tent. Keeping her eyes on the silent ones, she fumbled with her good arm inside the pack. Inside she found the handle of the stiletto protruding from the coin bag. She pulled it free.

	"Stay back! I did nothing wrong! I do not want to hurt anyone! Just leave me alone! Please!" she warned, praying that they would listen.

	Still they advanced. She brandished the knife as her uncle had taught her. As a member of one of the more successful military families, she was no stranger to the use of a knife, but she loathed to do so.

	She struggled to her feet, thoughts swirling in her head. Where did they come from? How had they come upon her unseen and unheard? She tried to keep her distance, but the snow gripped her feet while her pursuers seemed unaffected. One of them circled in behind her. She reeled around and caught it with the tip of the blade.

	The razor-sharp knife sliced easily though the fabric. Though she could not feel the blade meet flesh, her attack prompted a shrill and ear-piercing shriek that was far too spine-tingling to have been made by a creature of nature. Startled by the horrid cry, she released the knife. It disappeared through the slice and fell to the ground. The wounded attacker pulled away violently, briefly allowing the cloak to open. The few rays of cloud weakened moonlight must have been playing tricks, for what they illuminated could not be. Nothing. The cloak was empty.

	Myranda froze as she tried to comprehend what her eyes were telling her. Inside of the garment was nothing more than air, yet it swept about as though it were worn by someone agonized by the attack. Her distraction was long enough to allow the creature behind her to act. Her hood was pulled back, and something clutched her head. Instantly her mind became clouded. She could not hold onto a single thought as the world seemed to spin around her. Myranda tried to fight it, but against her will she slipped into unconsciousness.

	#

	Far to the north, in a dimly-lit room, a pair of individuals waited. The first, a tall, graceful elf woman in ornate armor, stood facing a wall of maps. Beneath her arm was her helmet, and on her face was a look of concern, impatience--and, most of all, anger. Seated at a large desk behind her was a nobleman. His face was a mask of deliberate composure, and his clothing was of the finest variety. In appearance and demeanor, he seemed as though he should be sitting in a royal court at the right hand of the king. In front of him were scattered countless sealed documents, military dispatches, coded messages, and royal declarations. His fingers were steepled in front of his face, and his eyes were locked on the door.

	"Does he normally take this long?" the woman asked petulantly.

	"Patience, General Teloran," replied the man.

	The elf sighed and turned back to the map. It showed the whole of the continent, though there was no reason. The top third of the map, representing the Northern Alliance, was cluttered with figures and military patterns representing every aspect of the year's battles. Below that, a thin line representing the front was obscured almost completely by carefully recorded combat figures. The rest of the map, showing the enormous kingdom of Tressor, was virtually untouched. General Trigorah Teloran, formerly a key field commander, ran a finger over the map, tracing a faint line near the front. It had been ages since she'd seen the enemy, since she'd seen real combat.

	"Have you retaken Orin Ridge?" she asked.

	"That is not the matter at hand," the man wearily commented.

	"With all due respect, sir, until it is won, the war is always the matter at hand," Trigorah replied. "We are too far from the front here. Even with Demont's methods, the information is cold when it reaches us. We never should have left Terital, General Bagu. We need--"

	She was interrupted as the door flew open. Through it marched a rather slight man. He was dressed similarly to Bagu, through the exquisite garments seemed out of place on him. His were not the features of a nobleman. In place of implacable composure was a look of sharp determination, tempered with annoyance, as though he was perpetually being kept from far more fruitful endeavors. A gem-tipped staff of some kind was strapped to his back. The harness that held it was coarse, and clearly worn in complete dismissal of the regal bearing the vestments had been intended to represent. As for the staff, it had silvery metallic sheen to it, and the jewels of the tip gave any who observed them the nagging feeling of being watched. In his hands were a stack of papers.

	"General Bagu . . ." he began, turning slowly to acknowledge the elf. "Teloran . . ."

	There was no attempt to disguise the distaste with which he spoke the latter name.

	"General Demont," she acknowledged.

	"What have you to report, General?" Bagu asked levelly.

	"There are some things which may be stated with certainty. The sword had been found, and it has been handled. The girl who found it has been apprehended, and is even now in route to General Epidime's  . . . facility," Demont explained.

	"And the sword? Is it in hand?" asked Bagu.

	"It  . . . is not. We've reason to believe that it is still in the hands of the assassin. The girl was not delivered by him either. She had to be gathered," Demont responded.

	"It was to be expected. Assassins are not to be trusted," Trigorah stated, fury smoldering under her voice.

	"Well then. General Teloran, gather half of your Elites. Your assignment is to find precisely where the sword was found and trace its path and that of the girl. Locate and identify any who might have come into contact with it. When you are certain that this task has been thoroughly and completely performed, find your way to the sword and bring it to Northern Capital," Bagu ordered.

	"As you wish, sir," General Teloran replied.

	"Then go. Demont, remain here," he said.

	After collecting the pages containing the details of Demont's findings, Trigorah set off, purpose in her stride. She stepped through the door and into the massive entry hall of this, Verril Castle. At one end of the long, vaulted room was the throne, currently vacant as the King attended to the affairs of state. Opposite it were the massive doors that lead to the castle courtyard.

	The General donned her helmet and marched toward them, drawing the images on Bagu's map to her mind. Slowly, meticulously, she envisioned what moves should be made. Foot soldiers here. Cavalry there. Siege weapons at the ready here and here. Yes. When these distractions were dealt with, when the Alliance proper was cleansed, then she would be at the front once more. And she would be ready.

	#

	Consciousness slowly returned to Myranda. All around her was darkness. She was unsure if she had even awoken. The ground heaved with sudden, regular jolts. The air was heavy with an oppressive heat and an indescribably horrid smell. It was a gruesome combination of stale blood, perspiration, and half a dozen other odors that she'd never known before and hoped never to know again. She tried to feel along the floor, but a jingle followed by a resistance revealed that she was shackled to the floor.

	Her sleep-addled mind turned over the possibilities. The answer was not a pleasant one. She remembered seeing them here and there all of her life. The black carriages. Where one could be found, something terrible had always happened. And now she was inside. Caught. Condemned.

	She struggled against the chains periodically for hours. It was useless, but anything was better than allowing her mind to dwell on the situation. No one who had been thrown into one of these carriages had ever been seen again. The crack beneath the doors let in little air and no light. The lack of air made it difficult to stay awake, but the dark was a blessing. It spared her what was sure to be a horrific sight left by the last unfortunate soul to occupy this place. Tears welled in her eyes as she began to realize that this is how it would end for her.

	Sleep had come and gone a dozen times or more since she had first awoken. There was no telling how long it had been. The only thing she could be sure of was that her captors were moving recklessly fast, stopping only occasionally, seemingly to change horses from the sound of it. She was jarred awake when the lurching of the carriage came to an abrupt end as it had with each such stop, but it was different this time. Outside, muffled by the thick carriage walls, a struggle could be heard. Myranda cringed at the screech of steel against steel and the terrified cry of horses.

	All at once, the tumult became silent once more. She could hear the latch that held the heavy wooden doors shut being worked. The door dropped open with a thunderous crash. Outside it was night still--or, more likely, again. The crimson light of a torch illuminated the interior of the prison carriage, revealing Myranda's chained form, along with walls scarred by the frantic clawing of untold hundreds of tortured souls over the years. A blast of chill from the air shook Myranda's perspiration-soaked body.

	The man who held the torch was enormous. More than a head taller than Myranda and easily three times her weight, he had a build that betrayed a mass of muscle beneath a layer of bulk. The light of the torch fell upon half of his face. Scars old and new told the tales of battles gone badly. He wore no cloak. In its place was an overused suit of leather armor and a crude iron helmet.

	"We will free you," spoke the man in a voice to match his features.

	He was joined by a second figure. This time a woman. She was about Myranda's height, and perhaps a few years older. One look at her face, though, showed a pair of eyes with the fierceness and resolve of a person twice her age. She wore similarly decrepit armor, as well as a sword at her side dripping with the evidence of its most recent use. The woman held her torch high and smiled as its light fell upon Myranda's bloodstained shoulder.

	"It is she," she said, relief and accomplishment in her voice.

	The pair of rescuers climbed inside. The woman investigated the grim reminders of past passengers by torchlight. She shook her head in anger and pity. The man revealed a pry bar, with which he made short work of the chains. When Myranda was free, he helped her to her feet, but the untold time she'd spent immobile had robbed her of the strength to walk. He carried her outside and onto one of two horses that were waiting at the ready.

	The bracing cold chilled her to the bone almost immediately. She watched through heavy eyes as the rescuers stripped the fallen soldiers of their weapons and armor with ruthless efficiency. When all that could be claimed from the carriage had been similarly pillaged, the woman threw the torch inside. The black carriage took quickly to flame and the three watched with satisfaction. The woman soon put her feelings to words.

	"You'll have no more of our lives, you wretched devil," the mysterious woman whispered.

	The trio rode swiftly through the night, Myranda riding behind the woman who had rescued her. They had taken the four horses from the carriage, but the time inside had taken far too heavy a toll for Myranda to ride for herself. Aside from the obvious draw on her body, she began to feel that her mind was failing her as well, as the countryside whisking by her was unfamiliar. They were headed though a sparsely-treed field toward a dense forest that seemed to go as far as the eye could see. Behind them, far in the distance, a mountain range rose up from the horizon, a mottled green stripe at its base.

	"Where are we?" she called out over the pounding of the hooves.

	"The Low Lands," the woman answered.

	The Low Lands! If her memory served her correctly, that meant that in her time in chains she had been taken to the other side of the mountains she'd decided not to attempt just before she was caught. She must have been asleep for some time. As tales of the Low Lands slowly came to her mind, she began to wonder if she was any better off now than she had been in the carriage. All through her life, if a tale of murder, crime, or disappearance met her ears, the setting was the Low Lands.

	Judging by the size of it, the forest they were heading into was Ravenwood. It was a place that had come to be called the Endless Forest. Now at the fringe of the awe-inspiring sight, Myranda could not think of a more appropriate name.

	There was a small break in the clouds, but the light was short-lived. The near-full moon overhead was soon filtered through the increasingly thick foliage of the forest once said to have consumed half of a division of Northern soldiers who had entered, but never left. She swallowed hard and hoped that she would not share their fate. Her fingers were completely numb, and her shoulder had worsened to the point that she could scarcely move the whole of her right arm.

	 


Chapter 9

	After hours of riding at as great a speed as they could manage, the trio was still within the forest, and had not used a single road. They finally came upon a large log hut. When they reached it, the others helped her from the horse and inside. A fire that had been left unattended for some time barely smoldered in the hearth. Myranda was led to a crude wooden chair, a blanket thrown about her shoulders. The large man left to tend to the horses, while the woman took a seat in another chair, a restrained look of satisfaction showing on her face.

	"I am Caya," she said, extending her hand.

	Myranda extended her right hand painfully in an attempt the return the gesture. She managed to weakly touch the fingers of her rescuer before she couldn't stand the pain anymore.

	"Myranda," she said.

	"We all heard what you did. Inspiring," Caya said.

	"What are you talking about?" Myranda asked. "Who are you? Where am I?"

	"You are at the headquarters of the Undermine. I am the regional commander. You've done more for our cause in just a few days than years of subtle operations," she explained.

	"What have I done?" Myranda asked, her mind still too clouded to put the pieces together.

	She knew of the Undermine well. Most people blindly supported the war. Some people, like herself, quietly loathed it. The Undermine was a group so steadfast against the continued conflict that they had come to actively oppose it. There were supposedly pockets of the Undermine in every major town. It was said that they commonly would carry out strikes on military targets with the intent of forcing a withdrawal from active combat. When the military or government spoke of them, the messages tended to be equal parts denial and propaganda against.

	"No need for modesty. Everyone knows. You stole an item prized by the scoundrels in the military and slew four soldiers sent to reclaim it," She said.

	"You know about it? Here! Already?" Myranda said in disbelief.

	"Please. Nothing travels faster than bad news or a good rumor. This was both," Caya said. "We've been looking for something that could shake up the men in charge this much for years. Word has it that they got you, but not that which you stole. Is this so?"

	"Well, I suppose, but you don't understand," Myranda tried to explain.

	The large man entered. Caya turned excitedly to him.

	"Tus! They still haven't found it!" Caya shouted.

	The stalwart fellow nodded. She would soon learn that, from him, this was the height of emotion.

	"What is it you have taken? Where did you find it? How did you hide it? I must know!" she urged.

	"What weapon did you use to kill the men?" Tus added.

	"I will tell you all that I know and all that I have done, but when I am through, I fear you will not think so highly of me," Myranda said.

	And so she told the tale of the last few days. She spoke of the frozen body, the sword, and the merchant. She told of her imprisonment and release from the church. As she spoke, the faces of her rescuers shifted from joy to disillusionment. In the space of a few minutes, she shattered the image that the tales of a dozen gossips had painted of her.

	"Well, Myranda. I am truly sorry to hear the truth. I had hoped to find a powerful ally in you. Instead I find an unfortunate victim of circumstance," Caya said.

	"I, too, am sorry. I hate this war with all of my heart. If I could help you, I would," Myranda said.

	"I doubt anything you could do now could match that which you have done by accident. You see, our operatives have reported motion at the very highest levels due to your actions. Whatever that sword is, it means an awful lot to some very important people. You are a marked woman. The minds that twist and shape the entire kingdom are turned to you and what you've done. The ripples are still spreading throughout the ranks," Caya explained.

	"All of my men tell your story. They would beat the door down to meet you," Tus said. "Their spirits are strong now. The men are ready to fight."

	Caya's look had slowly changed from one of sorrow to one of thought.

	"All may not be lost. Myranda, are you willing to join our cause?" she asked.

	"Of course," she said, "though I cannot imagine what help I could give you."

	"You've done enough already. More importantly, my people believe you have done much more. What they think of you is all that matters. You may not be able to fight beside them, as I'd hoped, but tales of your deeds will stir them to greatness nonetheless. So long as they do not learn the truth, merely having you in our ranks will give them the heart to fight double. In return for your membership, we will keep you safe from the clutches of the army.

	"If what you say is true, only one man aside from Tus and myself still lives with the knowledge of precisely what has transpired, and he is a murderer. It is unlikely that such a man will turn to the people he has been killing to offer a description. Yes, yes. You must be kept from the light of day for a while. Perhaps a few months. The descriptions that the soldiers are passing around will fade from memory. Before long, so long as you offer a bit of disguise, you'll be able to walk the streets without prompting a second glance," Caya said.

	"You will be trained. Another hand on another hilt," Tus added.

	"Yes, good thinking, Tus. In time, you will become what the men believe you to be. This may yet be a great day for our cause," Caya agreed.

	Tus remained stern as ever, but Caya showed enough joy for the two of them. Myranda mustered a smile for their sake. Things were spinning out of control. Days ago, she lived a simple life, albeit a restless one. Then she seemed to be at the center of something she knew nothing about, but was apparently of monumental importance. Now she would be the figurehead of a group of renegades who were working toward an end to the war, but through a means that was nearly a match for the atrocity of the battlefield. Her simple life had been tied in knots.

	"Enough. There are plans to be made. Our man in the field said that the description the soldiers have been given lists you as a young girl of average height, average build, and an injured right shoulder. Not terribly specific, but we should still try to change as much of it as possible," Caya said.

	"Of all of the things on list, might I request we begin with the shoulder?" Myranda said.

	"One would assume that time would solve that problem for us," Caya said.

	"I am not sure that such will be the case," Myranda said.

	She pulled aside her sweat and filth-soaked cloak. The sleeve of her tunic was stained again, and when it was pulled back, the two warriors nodded knowingly.

	"You did this two days ago?" Tus asked.

	"Yes," Myranda said. "Plus whatever time I spent in that carriage."

	"Mmm. Only a few days and the arm is ruined. Nasty. It heals badly. You will lose the arm," Tus said.

	The wound had worsened. The whole shoulder was swollen, and red streaks of blighted tissue ran outward from the gash.

	"But it was only a piece of wood," she said.

	"Worse than a blade. Dirty. Causes  . . . well  . . . things like this. Not often, but sometimes. Not the lucky sort, are you?" Caya said.

	"I've led a less than blessed life," she said with a feeble grin.

	"Well, Tus  . . . we'll get some food in her and set her up in one of the cots. At sun up we'll send her down to Zeb. We can't have our new mascot crippled," Caya decreed. "I'll draw up the writ and stow the new weapons and armor."

	"No," Tus said, not as a refusal, but as a statement.

	"What now? No food, no cot?" she asked.

	"No Zeb. I put a knife in him," Tus said.

	"Not another one, Tus," Caya said with frustration.

	"He was speaking to the Blues," Tus said, referring to the Alliance Army.

	The blue-tinted armor had been around since the beginning of the war, more than a century ago. Each of the three Northern Kingdoms used a different shade, but all were blue. Before the Kingdoms merged, the only thing that all three forces had in common was the color. Hence the name.

	"I had a feeling. Six months of training  . . . wasted on a traitor. People join us as spies to try to get themselves some favor with the officers in the army. Death is too good for them. With Zeb down and Rankin a runner, we've got no field healers," Caya lamented.

	"Rankin went runner? Scum," Tus declared.

	"Runner?" Myranda questioned.

	"We pay a local white wizard a hefty price to train healers for us. Every so often one of the apprentices is given the money to pay him and never shows. Runs off with the silver. I tell you, I am beginning to wonder if there are any decent people left in this world. Send out the word. We need a new healer. I doubt we'll get any volunteers. The men and women who join us all want to be the one to draw the blade across the throat of the next general. There is no glory in healing," Caya explained.

	"Wait!" Myranda said.

	There was the solution, right in front of her. It would keep her off of the battlefield, provide her with a hiding place, and even give her six months of hot meals and soft beds.

	"I'll be the new healer! Send me to the wizard!" she eagerly offered.

	"You? I  . . . I think that just might work," Caya considered. "Right, Tus, food and bed for her. I'll give her the letter of intention to give to Wolloff in the morning. Myranda, you had best get your rest. You have a long walk ahead of you."

	"Wonderful! I  . . . a long walk?" Myranda asked. "What about the four new horses?"

	"Horses are for those who require speed. A sore shoulder can wait, but targets of opportunity open and close like the blink of an eye. Two steps too late and a chance is gone forever. Wolloff's tower is just on the north side of Ravenwood. On this terrain, on foot, I cannot imagine it taking you more than five days. So, eat, rest, and leave. We've much to do," Caya stated.

	In a few moments, a clay bowl filled with perhaps the worst porridge Myranda had ever eaten was set before her. When she'd managed to swallow the horrid stuff, a cot and blanket were placed mercifully near to the rekindled fire. She settled stiffly onto the bed, such as it was, and basked in the warmth of the fire. Her body had dealt with such extremes of heat and cold, it was fairly screaming. Cramps twisted her muscles through the whole night. She closed her eyes and an instant later she was awakened by a rough prodding from Tus. The sun had yet to peek over the mountains.

	"Food. Eat it slow. It will last," Tus said, tossing her a pack.

	She managed to catch it, much to the detriment of the injured shoulder.

	"Flint," he said, holding up a second pack. "And tinder. One night, one fire. It will last. Walk close to the mountains. Too close to the roads, the patrols will kill you. Too close to the mountains, other things will kill you."

	With that ominous warning, she was sent on her way.

	 


Chapter 10

	The cottage was not even out of sight when Myranda began to regret not asking for a new cloak. Fortunately, though, it was not nearly so difficult to walk in the forest as it had been in the field. The dense needles of the evergreens held much of the snow, keeping the ground at a manageable depth. Closer to the mountain, the trees were a bit thinner, but a strong and constant wind kept the ground still more manageable. The iciness of the breeze tore at her, but the greater ease of movement made it worth the discomfort. She had been in danger of freezing to death often enough in the past to know that she was in no such danger now--at least, not if she kept moving.

	As she walked, she marveled at how much more alive the woods were than the field. The whistling of the wind carried with it the calls of a dozen different animals. She recognized the call of an eagle overhead and the distant howl of a wolf. Tracks speckled the ground here and there. Some were from moose, others from elk. A long line of impressions in the snow gave her the feel of tracks, but were far too large. More likely they were the places where great lumps of wind-blown snow had fallen from the trees.

	When the sun was beginning to slip from the sky, she collected some of the fallen tree boughs and moved to the far side of a stand of stout old pines. Carefully she lit the fire where it would not cause the tree-borne snow to melt and rain down over her. She pulled open the pack of food, relieved to find salted meat rather than the coarse and heavy biscuit that, when soaked for a great deal of time in warm water, became the hideous porridge she had choked down the night before. After eating what she judged to be the day's ration, she marveled at the fact that a bedroll had been included with the other things in the pack. The attitude of those that had sent her off gave her the feeling she would be expected to do without.

	The night was actually a bit more pleasant than the previous one. The bedroll was a bit softer than the cot and the fire kept her reasonably warm, at least on the side facing it. Wind whipped down off of the mountain constantly, but the trees served as a decent wind break. The morning found her better rested, and she moved even more quickly than the previous day. By sundown of that rather uneventful day, she'd covered easily twice the ground. Night was spent in a similar manner, and just as she drifted off to sleep, she wondered if, perhaps, her luck was changing.

	The very instant her eyes opened the following morning, she regretted her thought. The sky was wrong, too dark. Worse yet, the air had the unmistakable feel of coming snow. Her bedroll and tree system would do no good against a blizzard. Myranda thought hard. If she recalled correctly, telltale hollows were scattered along the mountainside. They could only be the mouths of caves. That meant shelter. She quickened her pace and trained her eyes on the mountain. Whole sections of the slope had been swept clean by the wind, and in one such section there was a large, hollow opening. It extended far enough back that its end was shrouded in darkness.

	Ice crystals were beginning to sting her face when she reached the mouth of the cave. To escape the powerful wind, she had to make her way much deeper than she had expected. The darkness was complete, save for the bit of light that found its way back from the mouth. She leaned her pack-covered back against the cave wall and slid to a seat. A bit winded from the rush to shelter, each breath burned her lungs with sheer cold. As she slowly recovered, she realized how much warmer the cave was than the outside. She brushed some of the more tenacious ice crystals from her cloak and took a deep breath through her nose. It was not the dank, moldy smell she expected, though there was a hint of it. Instead there was a rich, earthy smell, with a hint of smoke behind it.

	"I suppose I am not the first person to shelter in this cave," she said aloud. Only her echoes came as a reply.

	Perhaps the cave was so warm because someone had a fire going further inside. For a moment, she considered trying to find whosoever shared the cave, but she decided against it. Partially, she was afraid she might not be welcome, but mostly she was too tired to rouse herself. If the cave had a current resident, her call a moment earlier would summon it. When she heard the sounds of movement echoing from beyond her sight, then silence, she decided she was welcome enough to wait out the storm.

	She glanced at the mouth of the cave. The wind sounded fairly weak, and the snow had not even whited out the horizon. It wouldn't be long before she could safely continue on her way. Her eyes were just about to turn back to the darkness of the cave when she saw the area just outside the cave mouth darken. She squinted at the odd sight, confused. A strange sound accompanied it, something akin to the rustling of leather. As it grew louder, it was joined by a scratching and thumping noise from within the cave.

	The noises were growing at both ends, so much so that she could feel the ground shake with each thump. Confusion turned to fear as the answer became painfully clear. This cave had a resident--but it was not a who, it was a what, and it had a visitor that concerned it more than a simple human. She rose to her feet and broke into a sprint for the mouth of the cave. The uneven floor of the cave slowed her, and before she had gotten halfway to freedom, the first of the beasts appeared.

	It was the first she had ever seen of a dragon, and if she hadn't been so terrified, Myranda would have been fascinated. The creature was enormous--from tail to snout it was easily ten paces. At the end of a stout, curving neck was a reptilian head that could effortlessly consume Myranda in little more than a bite. It folded its wings neatly onto its back after touching down thunderously. Wide plates of amber scales armored the underside of the creature from the tip of its chin to the end of its serpentine tail. The rest of the beast was covered with red scales larger than her hands. It crouched on all fours to stalk inside. The forelegs, ending in claws that looked like a bestial mockery of human hands, flexed and moved effortlessly along the rocky floor. The powerful hind legs thrust the massive creature along with a terrible smoothness and grace that seemed out of place for something so large.

	Myranda spun around to race back into the depths of the cave, perhaps to find an alcove to hide in. She was met with an equally spine-tingling sight. Emerging from the darkness was a second dragon. It was slightly smaller than the first, with sleeker, more delicate features that led her to believe that this was a female. It was also red with a yellow belly, and stalked fiercely at the intruder. A few steps more and they would clash.

	Panicked and cornered, Myranda backed toward the wall, afraid to take her eyes off of the spectacle for even a moment. The hammering of massive footfalls rose to near deafening levels and even the breathing of the creatures added to the thundering din. Perhaps it was the shaking of the floor, its unevenness, or her fear, but somehow at the very moment that the dragons collided she lost her footing. A sharp pain in the back of her head dizzied her, and she fell to the ground. She managed to keep the awesome clash in her vision for the last few moments of consciousness.

	#

	Hours passed before her wits slowly returned to her. She became aware of a throbbing in her head and a heaviness on her chest. It must have been well into the afternoon, as the mouth of the cave was shrouded in shadow, leaving Myranda in near blackness. She tried to raise her left arm, but found it pinned down somehow. A brief attempt to use her right arm reminded her quite forcefully of its malady. She managed to wrestle her arm out from beneath whatever had held it down. Her first act was to feel the back of her throbbing head.

	Satisfied when she felt no blood, only a nasty lump, she turned her one useful arm to the task of identifying the cause of the heaviness on her chest. Whatever it was, it was smooth and hard, like a stone or piece of wood. It was also large. As large as her thigh, and roughly the same shape. Had a piece of the roof fallen? No, it was not as heavy as a like-sized piece of stone. The surface of the object was covered with small, overlapping areas. As she ran her fingers over it, giving special attention to a raised, rougher area, she felt the entire object shift. It pressed toward her fingers, then dropped back down heavily. The movement concluded with a soft puff of warm air across her face.

	Myranda held her breath as her heart raced. Now she remembered where she was. She was in a dragon's cave, and that left very little doubt as to what had laid its head upon her chest. Despite her best efforts, she began to tremble in fear. The creature seemed not to mind, the deep, rhythmic breaths on her face leading her to believe it had drifted back to sleep.

	With her one healthy arm, Myranda set about the task of escaping her predicament. She slid her hand underneath the head, finding it mercifully light enough to lift. Slowly and smoothly as she could manage, she tried to lower the beast's head to the cave floor beside her. After an interminable sequence of awkward movements, she succeeded in doing so without waking it. She rolled off of the packs, still affixed to her back, and slammed down hard on the injured shoulder. The pain was intense, but she managed to remain silent. Another few tricky movements brought her to her feet, heart still pounding in her chest.

	Myranda cast a glance at the spot next to where she'd been lying, only to find that the weak rays of sun that made it this far into the cave were falling on an empty floor. Her panicked search for the creature was ended when she felt something rub against her right hand. She was startled, pulling her hand away and looking desperately for the culprit. There beside her, sitting on its haunches, was a small dragon, staring back at her. Myranda froze. This creature was barely a fifth the size of the ones she'd seen earlier, perhaps the size of a large dog--but if it chose to, it could certainly reduce her to a bloody meal in seconds.

	A long moment passed before one of the two moved again. The beast took the initiative. It walked to her left side and reared onto its hind legs briefly, brushing its head across her hand. Not knowing what else to do, and eager to prevent the creature from rearing up again, she dropped her hand to her side. The dragon swiftly thrust its head into her palm. The feeling of the ridges above its eyes brushing against her fingers for the third time made her realize what the animal was after. She stroked the dragon's brow. It sat beside her, pushing back with every stroke.

	So, you like that? Myranda thought.

	With little else to do, Myranda stroked the beast and thought. It had the feminine features of the smaller dragon. All in all it was a near perfect miniature of the beast that must have been its mother. Its head was more or less waist-level for Myranda, and from tail to nose it might be as long as she was tall. It had wings delicately folded on its back, still moist from hatching. The eyes were reptilian slits in a beautiful gold iris. A larger, thick scale swept back from the creature's forehead, clearly distinguishing where the head began with an almost crown-like flourish.

	The forelegs, now that she could get a fair look at them, were indeed very much like her own arms. The paws in particular were like hands, though each toe was stouter, and tapered into a nasty-looking claw. Despite this, the creature's flexing and scratching at the ground betrayed a near-human level dexterity. As the creature enjoyed its stroking more and more, it scratched harder and harder at the stone floor, scoring lines into it with ease. The contentment was further evidenced, it would seem, by the curling of the tail. It writhed about with snake-like motion.

	In her fascination, Myranda forgot that the natural masterpiece beside her was still an enormous danger. If she tried to run it would certainly chase her and easily catch her. She carried no weapon with which to fight it, though she doubted she could bring herself to harm the beautiful creature even if she had. Worse yet, either of the two larger dragons could return at any moment. Something had to be done.

	In an act of pure optimism, Myranda tried to simply walk away, hoping to escape without rousing any of the creature's more predatory instincts. The dragon merely followed, stopping when she stopped and continuing when she did. This would not do. With all other options exhausted, she turned to reason.

	"Listen," she said, turning to address the dragon directly. It was startled at first by the sound of Myranda's voice, so she lowered it to a whisper. "I am very glad you like me. I like you, too, but you can't follow me. You see, I am afraid you might not be so kind when your stomach starts to rumble. At that point, I fear I will be little more than a wounded animal to you, which I am sure you will find quite tasty."

	The little dragon stared back. She took another step, and the beast followed. Myranda sighed and looked around the cave. The evidence of the clash between the two dragons earlier was in no short supply. Deep gashes in the rock were littered about the walls and floor. Pools and spatters of thick, dark blood painted whole sections of the poorly-lit cave. She could not help but wonder how she had managed to escape injury. The whole of the cave had been their battleground, and she had been helpless in the center. Regardless, her luck could not afford to be pushed any further.

	"I know you just hatched, and you might not know this yet, but you have a mother. She is very large, clearly very protective, and I do not want her to get the wrong idea about me. Just stay here and let me leave. That way you and I can both continue living. Please?" she begged.

	The dragon stared back innocently, but followed again when Myranda tried to leave. She turned back.

	"Please, you need to stay here. If you don't, someone will come looking for you and find me. You must have brothers and sisters. Don't you want to stay with them? Why don't I just take you back to where you hatched? Then you can see your family again and you will forget all about me. If I am lucky they will still be asleep and I won't be torn to shreds," she said.

	Myranda took a deep breath and turned her back to the cave's mouth. Darkness became more and more complete. Before long, she found herself feeling along the wall, muttering about how insane she was for doing this. A few minutes had passed and she had traveled far into the cave when she kicked something. Feeling for it, she found a piece of wood with oily cloth on the end. A torch! Without questioning why such a thing could be found in a dragon's cave, she blindly retrieved the flint and lit it.

	The light of the torch revealed a grizzly scene. The contents of a pack identical to her own were scattered about the floor. Against one wall, the pulverized remains of a human skeleton lay on the floor, scorched black. Myranda shuddered at the sight of it. A twinkle drew her gaze to a bag against the opposite wall. It had been torn, leaving its contents strewn about the floor. Silver coins.

	"This does not bode well," she said, her heart beating so hard she could fairly hear it echo. "At least we know what happened to Rankin. He didn't run after all."

	A minute or so more walking brought her to what she had been both dreading and searching for, but it was not what she expected. The floor was stained with blood, and a pile of gold objects lay before her. The smashed shells of half a dozen dragon eggs lay nestled among the gold pitchers, scepters, and coins. Their contents were never given a chance at life. Only one egg was empty, the one egg that had been spared. Tears welled in her eyes as she cast light upon the faithful mother. It lay, battered and torn, curled up around the egg that the young dragon beside her had hatched from just hours ago. It moved no more, succumbed to its wounds after driving the attacker away.

	The tears ran down Myranda's face. Hours ago, it had seemed a monster, but it was now a fallen hero. Her home had been invaded, her family had been destroyed, and her life had been given, all for the precious gift that now looked over the tragedy with the innocent eyes of a newborn. The hatchling was too young to understand the sight before it, yet somehow Myranda sensed some sorrow in the creature, as though it knew what had occurred. She turned to the young dragon, tears still in her eyes.

	"You are an orphan, just like me," Myranda said, kneeling to come eye to eye with the beast. "If you and I are to share the same plight, we may as well share it together. I know how empty the world can be when you are alone."

	She dropped the torch and hugged the little dragon about the neck. It seemed pleased at the attention, regardless of the cause. Myranda then retrieved the torch, wiped away her tears, and headed back toward the cave's mouth, dragon in tow. It never occurred to her to take even a coin from the fortune that made up the nest. To her it was now a monument to the sacrifice that had been made, and she would not disturb it. Besides, plundering a resting place had been the cause of this whole mess in the first place.

	When she reached the mouth of the cave it was nearly sundown. From the looks of it, the storm that had chased her into the cave had run its course rather quickly. There was little new snow on the ground, and the wind was no more than the constant breeze that came down off of the mountains. Already the colder temperatures of night were closing in. She hurried to the nearest cluster of trees that would spare them the icy breeze and gathered some wood for the fire.

	This was the first time the dragon had left the cave. It stared with wonder and excitement at the world opening up before it. The creature pranced through the snow, rushing to trees, bushes and plants, drawing in the scent and moving on. It discovered a set of tracks made by a moose and scampered in the direction of the smell, turning back after a few dozen paces to return to Myranda's side. It watched her with fascination as she readied the fire, having trouble getting the frosty wood to light.

	"You know, you could lend a hand here," she said with a grin. "You could huff out a little fire and I could have a seat and relax."

	The creature looked at Myranda, then at the wood, and then in the direction of some noise only she could hear.

	"No? I didn't think so," Myranda said.

	When the fire was finally lit, Myranda laid out her bed roll and sat upon it. She pulled her pack in front of her and pulled out some of the salted meat. It had been cooked once, and could be eaten cold if she wished, but if was not the most appetizing of foods warm, let alone cold. She put her piece on the end of a stick and held it over the fire. Instantly she had the undivided attention of the little dragon. Most creatures would have been frightened to go near the fire, but this one stood among the flames to get a better whiff of the tantalizing fare.

	"No, no, no," Myranda said.

	The dragon turned to her. Myranda pulled the meat away and continued to admonish the animal.

	"I know you must be hungry, but that food is mine. Hot food is mine," she said. "Here, you can have this. I wish I had something better for your first meal."

	Myranda pulled out a second piece of meat. The dragon sniffed the meat, then opened its mouth for the first time since Myranda had first seen it. It was a tad unnerving seeing the rows of needle sharp teeth in the front, and smaller gripping teeth in the back. She had nearly forgotten the nature of the beast that was her new companion. It snatched the meat from her fingers greedily, a tooth grazing her skin. The hungry dragon gulped the food down without chewing, flicking its tongue between teeth here and there to catch stray drops. A second and third piece of meat met the same fate for the sake of distracting the ravenous creature from Myranda's own meal. The dragon sniffed at the pack while Myranda was eating, pawing at it. After being scolded several times for doing so, the little creature stopped. Instead, it sat, impatiently watching Myranda finish her meal. The very instant Myranda's hands were empty, the dragon stood, rigidly awaiting another piece of meat.

	"I'm sorry, but that is all for today. You've already eaten half of my share for today and all of it for tomorrow. I hope that one of us becomes an exceptional hunter exceptionally fast, or there are several hungry days ahead of us," Myranda said.

	Myranda took out her canteen and took a long swig. The dragon smacked its tongue several times, making it clear that it too needed to wash down the excessively salty meal.

	"I know, it makes you thirsty eating that stuff. Particularly if you eat twice your share. I've got water here, but  . . . I don't know how to give it to you. Well  . . . here," she said, pouring a bit of it into her cupped hand.

	With the limited mobility of her injured shoulder, she had a hard time of it, but the effort did not go unappreciated. In a flash, the tongue was out, writhing about as though it had a life of its own. It had a very slight rough feel to its top side, and a smooth bottom. The feeling was bizarre as it curled in her palm and between her fingers. She found the tongue sweeping with special interest over the slight abrasion the tooth had caused. As she refilled her palm once more, she found the dragon's interest lingering on the drops of blood that seeped from the cut here and there. It was time to put an end to this.

	"We need to find a better way. Partially because my hand is freezing, but mostly because I am afraid you are getting to like the taste of me. Not that I don't trust you. It's just that the food will be running thin soon, and it is clear you have a healthy appetite. I do not want to give you any ideas about an alternate menu," she said, as though the dragon could understand.

	She looked for some vessel to pour the water into. Failing to find one, she decided that the dragon could drink in the same way she did.

	"Open up," she said.

	The dragon looked back, confused.

	"Look, see? Like this," Myranda said, pointed to her mouth and opening and closing it a few exaggerated times. "Can you do that?"

	Eventually the dragon imitated long enough for Myranda to spray some water from the canteen into the gaping maw. The dragon quickly learned what to do now, and continued to hold its mouth open until its thirst had been slaked, at the cost of the rest of the contents of the canteen.

	"Now I have to melt snow down to replace it. If this keeps up, you are going to be the world's most spoiled dragon," she said.

	Unslighted by the remark, the dragon padded over to the bedroll and lay down.

	"Tired already? You just woke up!" Myranda remarked.

	It paid her no mind, curling its tail around its legs and settling its head comfortably onto its folded over neck. Myranda smiled. It was good to have a companion, though a baby dragon would hardly have been her first choice. As she stared at the creature, it shifted to rest its head on her lap. Myranda began to pet dragon in the way it had come to crave. As she did, both sighed in contentment.

	"You know, you need a name," Myranda said. "Would you like that?"

	The dragon made itself more comfortable and puffed out a breath.

	"When I was a little girl, I used to lay like this, with my head on my mother's lap. That was a long time ago, but I remember it like it was yesterday. It was back in a place called Kenvard. You know, down there it isn't always snow that comes down. We actually would get rain for most of the year. Not just rain, but thunder and lightning, too. I was afraid, and when I couldn't sleep, I would come out and lay like this, and she would tell me that it was all going to be all right.

	"You know what she called me? Myn. I misspelled my name that way the first time I tried to write it, and she called me that ever after. I think it suits you. After all, I was a lot like you back then. Young, naïve  . . . I was not covered with scales, though. I suppose we weren't so alike, but still. I think that is what I will call you. How do you like it?" she asked.

	The beast yawned and stretched.

	"I suppose I ought to take that as a yes," she said, wedging herself into the bedroll beneath her freshly-named companion, and drifting off into a purposeful sleep.

	 


Chapter 11

	Morning came with a sharper than average chill. The dragon had slept the whole night through on top of Myranda. When she awoke, the creature seemed deathly cold. The night had taken quite a toll. Myranda scolded herself for not realizing the danger Myn would have been in, exposed to the elements all night.

	"Myn? Are you all right?" she asked desperately, nudging at the frighteningly cold neck of the dragon.

	It slowly opened its eyes and yawned sluggishly. The little dragon stood and stretched stiffly. She seemed weak, her tail dragging the ground and her head sagging. Myranda was well and truly fearful for the dragon's health when, suddenly, it puffed out its chest. A moment later a surge of brilliant orange flame erupted from the creature's mouth. Instantly she seemed to perk up. Myranda was more than a bit startled, but the improvement in Myn relieved her.

	"So, you can breathe fire," she said, standing and placing a hand on the neck of the dragon. Myn was a good deal warmer, which reminded Myranda just how cold the air was. "I wish I could."

	When the bedroll had been packed away they set off. The events of yesterday had set Myranda behind. The food would run out today, leaving them both hungry--with at least another day of travel ahead of them, if they hurried. Myn had no trouble keeping up with the brisk pace that Myranda set, often running ahead to inspect the odd flutter or rustle, disappearing from sight periodically. Sundown brought her much nearer to her goal than she'd expected. Having a friend to talk to, even one that did not understand a word she said, helped the miles pass quickly. They set up camp at a clearing that Tus had described before she had left the headquarters. At the center was a larger tree with an arrow carved into it. The arrow pointed off into the thick of the forest.

	"You see that?" Myranda asked Myn. "Tus said his partner carved it. It points in the wrong direction, so that people will not find their trainer. Clever, in a terrible, cruel way. Imagine if we were lost. That arrow would send us off to our end. Isn't that nice of them? It must take a heart of stone to do what they do. And I have joined them! What a lovely turn my life has taken! The good news is that this arrow means that, so long as we wake bright and early, we can make it to Wolloff's by midday tomorrow. It seems a life of restless wandering has made me quite the hiker. That will teach Caya to underestimate me!"

	Myn seemed unaffected by the sarcasm that flowed. Myranda tossed the last piece of meat to the dragon, who snatched it easily out of the air. A fire was started, again without the help of the dragon, and Myranda cooked her woefully inadequate share. The whole of the day had been spent at a near run, leaving her exhausted and famished. She had barely finished her food before she nodded off.

	The dragon joined her on the bedroll and the two slept blissfully until morning. The next day afforded a much slower pace, as the destination was so near. Hunger burned in her stomach, making Myranda wish she had saved her food for breakfast. Myn, on the other hand, seemed more energetic than ever.

	"What has gotten into you?" she asked.

	Myn merely stopped to look at Myranda, then continued her excited prancing about. A squirrel appeared between two trees ahead and Myn launched herself after it. Despite the tremendous distance between the predator and its prey, Myn was nearly upon the creature in moments. The hapless animal shot up a tree, only to be followed with equal speed by the hungry dragon. Snow rattled from the branches as the chase continued unseen. Just as Myranda reached the base of the tree, the squirrel reappeared, launching itself from one of the upper branches. Myn leapt with all of her might after the morsel, her jaws agape. She snapped them shut just a hair away from the rodent's tail. The lucky squirrel continued on into the next tree. The far heavier dragon did not fare so well. She plunged earthward, colliding with the trunk of the tree and sinking into a pile of snow below. More snow rained down from the shaken branches, thoroughly burying the downed dragon.

	Myranda rushed to the landing site, concerned for the little dragon. Myn emerged from the drift, shaking off the snow. All that seemed to be injured by the horrid-looking fall was her pride, as her face bore as near to a look of embarrassment as the reptilian features would allow. After a glance at the tree, the dragon knew her prey was gone. She trudged sheepishly to Myranda's side.

	"That was a nasty fall," Myranda said, patting her on the side. "Is this what you've been doing on your little jaunts out of sight? You made a very nice attempt though. If you keep that up, I'll be the only hungry one."

	Myranda shook her head.

	"You are two days old, and already you've come closer to catching your own meal than I did in my first ten years! Why do I feel as though we humans were not treated fairly in nature's balance?" Myranda wondered.

	Before long, a rather precarious-looking structure peeked out above the lower tree tops. As it grew nearer, it became more and more apparent that the tower was standing out of sheer habit. Large sections of the wall had fallen away, planks of wood hastily put in place to patch them. The roof showed the faintest hint of having been painted blue, but time and the elements had wiped it away ages ago. Finally, they reached an equally faded red door with a barred slot at eye level. Myranda gave a knock. After a particularly long wait, the slot slid open and a pair of ancient eyes peered out.

	"Aye," came a thickly accented voice.

	"I was sent here by Caya," Myranda said.

	"I know no one by that name," he said.

	"I have this," Myranda said, producing the writ.

	"Give it here," came the voice, a pair of withered fingers appearing at the slot.

	Myranda offered up the paper Caya had given her. It was snatched away and, after a few moments of irritated muttering, the voice rose again.

	"The money?" he asked, or rather, demanded.

	"I was not given any. Caya needed time to get the silver together," she said.

	"NO! NEVER AGAIN! WE HAD AN AGREEMENT, I AM TO RECEIVE TWO--YE GODS, WHAT IS THAT!?" he ranted.

	Myn, intrigued by the new scent and new voice, stood on her hind legs and leaned her front feet against the door. That had just managed to bring her eyes to the slot, and she peered eagerly inside, startling the ranting old man.

	"Myn, get down from there! I'm very sorry, Mr. Wolloff. That is just Myn. She is a dragon," Myranda explained.

	"I can see that! I have eyes, haven't I! What is it doing here?" he demanded.

	"I  . . . It is difficult to explain," she said.

	"Never mind. Get inside, but the dragon stays outside," he said.

	"I don't know if I can keep the dragon from--" she began.

	"The dragon stays outside!" he screamed.

	Myn jumped back, startled by the man. The door flew open to reveal a white-haired man. He was precisely as one might imagine a wizard, rendered frail by the mass of years gone by. His clothes were simple, and immaculately white. A brass amulet with a clear crystal hung about his neck. He grasped it and spat out a trio of arcane words. A sharp, brief pulse of light came from the stone within to signify the casting of the spell. Myn dropped to the ground as though struck. She was no longer moving.

	"What did you do?" Myranda insisted.

	"Relax, lass. I put the little demon down for a rest. Now get inside before I wake it and sic it on ye!" he said.

	Myranda reluctantly moved inside, keeping her gaze locked on the motionless dragon until the door slammed shut.

	"Are you certain she will be all right?" Myranda asked.

	"Aye, she will be just fine. As for you, I'll expect a bit more speed and obedience from a pupil. That is what you have come for, I trust," he said.

	"Yes," she assured him.

	"Right, then you will be needing food, I suppose," he said.

	"I would appreciate it," she said.

	"You will find the kitchen there," he said, pointing a crooked finger at one of the three remaining doors.

	Myranda turned to the door. The room she stood in was, to say the least, well used. Books with faded writing lay open upon every surface. Half-empty vessels of strong-smelling powders and liquids were scattered about, making the air stale with the smell of potions. A rickety table with a single chair made up the dining area, it would seem, while the parlor consisted of an overstuffed chair strategically placed between the crackling fireplace and the table. She walked to the flimsy wooden door her host had indicated.

	"I shall take my meal in here. When you are finished you may bring it out to me," he called after her.

	She stopped in her tracks.

	"You want me to prepare food for you?" she said in disbelief.

	"Aye. You know how to cook, I assume," he said without looking up.

	"Well, I do, but I have just spent days out in the cold, most of them on my feet," she said. He quickly cut her off.

	"Then I would imagine you would jump at the chance to spend some time in front of a warm fire," he said with an infuriating cheerfulness.

	"I--" began her retort.

	"I do not want to hear it. Until that woman sends me my silver, you are not a guest, not a student, not a customer. You are an unwanted tenant! AND RENT IS PAST DUE! You will do what I say, when I say it! That goes double when we are in training! NOW GET TO WORK!" he commanded.

	Myranda backed into the kitchen, taken aback by what he had said. As she gathered the meager selection of ingredients, the girl wondered two things. First, why was this man so ill-tempered? Second, how could someone who seemed so fragile be so forceful and commanding? When he spoke one could not help but act. Perhaps learning magic taught such a trait. She half desired and half feared gaining that quality in her time here.

	The meal, a simple vegetable stew, was finished and set before Wolloff in one of the plain clay bowls she managed to find in the kitchen. He shoveled the food into his mouth as Myranda cleared the uncushioned chair of books and other debris so that she could join him at the table. By the time she was able to sit, the wizard had nearly finished. When the last of his share was finished, he pushed the bowl across the table, turned back to the fire, and returned to his reading.

	Myranda finished her meal and carried the bowls to the kitchen to wash them. By now, she knew better than to expect gratitude from her host. She returned to her seat, sitting quietly and thinking of the dragon sleeping in the cold just outside the door.

	"You know, the dragon . . ." Myranda began.

	"The dragon stays outside. It breathes fire and my home is filled with sensitive, irreplaceable, flammable objects. The blasted creature lives outside. It does not need to come in!" Wolloff said.

	"Well, when will she wake?" she asked.

	"In a few hours. Listen, lass, I cannot be answering questions all day. You'll be occupying my time for months, so I'd like to get a wee bit of my own work done tonight. You'll be spending most of your time in the tower. That is where I teach, and that is where you will sleep. Why don't you head up there and make yourself at home? Anything to get you out of my hair!" he said.

	Myranda rose and headed quickly to the door, eager to be away from the irritating man. The stairs inside the tower were quite a match for its exterior. Less than a handful of the entire spiraling flight were fully intact. The rest had corners or centers crumbled away or cracked. It was only with great care that she managed to reach the top. There she found a room, perhaps half the size of the room downstairs. It was round, with curved bookcases lining the sections of wall between windows, of which there were three. One faced south, one north, and one west.

	The windward side of the tower bore no window, keeping the stiff breeze mercifully outside. As a result, the meager heat from the fire below, which ran up a column of chimney that marked the center of the tower, was quite enough to heat the room. There was an old bench, a table scattered with various mystical apparatus and books, and a trio of chairs, one of which was broken. The entire room was covered with a layer of dust. It was clear that no one had put this room to use in some time. There were shutters over the windows, though like everything else here, they were in various states of disrepair. The southern one did not even close tightly, instead knocking erratically in the breeze.

	Myranda dropped her packs onto the bed, coughing at the plume of dust it stirred. She sat down on the bed's edge and wrestled the nearly worn-through boots from her feet. With only the use of her left arm, it proved to be quite a task, as cooking had been. She contemplated asking Wolloff to heal her shoulder immediately, but the thought of having to deal with him again bothered her more than the wound, the ever-present pain of which had come to be bearable simply through familiarity. In truth, with any luck, the temperament of Wolloff would lose its edge in the same way.

	The tired traveler rubbed her feet. They'd not felt fresh air in a week. Her knees and hips were sore, as was her back from the packs she'd had to carry. All things considered, she had been through an ordeal, and she could tell it would take some time to recover. A smile came to her face as she fell back onto the bed. She realized that, at least for the time being, she had a home. Her travels were over. For a time she rested, but it was not long before her thoughts turned to Myn.

	She hoisted herself to her ailing feet and hobbled to the clattering shutter, pushing it wide open and holding it. Two stories down, she saw the prone form of the dragon, still asleep. She seemed to be comfortable enough, perhaps because of the hint of sun that had broken through the clouds to lend her its warmth. Even so, the shadow of the mountain was creeping closer as the sun descended. She resolved to be sure that if the little dragon had not woken by the time the sun had disappeared entirely, she would see to it that Myn was brought inside, regardless of what Wolloff had to say. Until then, she actually had some time with nothing to fill it.

	Myranda took a seat at the table, looking over the contents of one of the dusty books. The pages were filled with intricate symbols that she could not understand. Though their meaning was hidden to her, there was an aura of power about them that was undeniable. She ran her fingers across the page, feeling the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. She put down the book and turned her attention to the half-dozen jewel shards that were scattered here and there. They were similar to the one that adorned Wolloff's amulet, but varied in color. Most were a dark blue, though some of the smaller pieces were a murky red. In stark contrast to the other gems was a single, perfectly clear, colorless crystal in a cloth-lined case.

	Toward the center of the table was a sophisticated apparatus of glass tubes and vials. Some had blackness staining them, as though they had spent time over a flame. Next she looked to the other books. The aged tomes could be found not only lining the walls, but in mounds on the floor, piled high in chests, and even under the bed. She approached one of the bookcases. Hundreds of leather-bound books, the gold leaf or hand-inked names long since flaked away, stood awaiting the trained eye of a wizard to unlock their secrets. Finally, she found a book, apparently a newer one, which had a name that was not only intact, but also in her native tongue.

	She pulled the thin book from its place and opened it. The title read The White Magics of the Northern Alliance. Inside, the pages displayed the very same runes that had populated the pages of the other books, though these were drawn with less care, or perhaps less skill. Above the dense blocks of runes were names accrediting the spell crafters, like Talia's Poison Guard or Merick's Touch of Soothing. Each spell was further accompanied by lengthy descriptions of the effects, as well as recommendations of when they were to be used. Her untrained eye could make no sense of the spells themselves, but she eagerly read over the descriptions of the wondrous incantations. With each sentence she became more excited about the months to come. She would be able to produce such effects in time!

	Just when she thought she was as thrilled as she could be, she came upon a page that seized her attention. It was labeled Celeste Spell of Cure Affliction. Celeste! In all of her travels, she had never encountered another person who shared her family name. That meant that this spell had been crafted by her own flesh and blood! Some forgotten ancestor or distant cousin. She read over the description, hungry for more information. Alas, nothing more was said of the author. However, the indication of the spell was identical to her shoulder's malady. It told of wounds twice as bad as hers healed fully in minutes, usefulness restored to limbs rendered immobile.

	Myranda riffled through the pages of the book in search of other spells bearing her name. Finding none, she carefully placed the precious book down, opened to the page of interest. She then rushed to the bookshelf again and pulled the first book down. Supporting it painfully with her injured arm, she pored through the pages hoping to find her name again. Failing to find it, she searched another, and then another. Over the course of hours, she managed to exhaust the contents of one whole bookshelf. Most books bore labels in Tresson. It was a language she knew well enough, but one that would not likely hold information about her clan, as they had resided in and around Kenvard for countless generations.

	Only when the light from the window had faded past the point of usefulness did she stop her search. She dejectedly replaced the book that had stirred her hopes so, turning to the window. The dim glow of a cloud-shrouded moon made her realize that she had completely forgotten her dear little Myn! She ran to the window. The dragon's impromptu bed was empty, a set of tracks leading off into the woods. The panicked shriek of a pursued woodland creature, followed by a tree in the distance shaking free of its blanket of snow assured Myranda that her little dragon was well occupied and quite healthy. She would be just fine.

	Satisfied with Myn's wellbeing, the time had come to tend to her own. She looked to the bed. If she was to sleep in the dusty old relic, it would need some preparation. The blanket had to be shaken out, the mattress checked for unwanted residents, and the pillow treated similarly. This would be her home for a while, such as it was, and she would have to make it livable. She set about her task, and was just dusting off her hands and contemplating sleep when there came a bellow from Wolloff.

	"Dinner!" he cried in more of a demand than an alert.

	As she made her way down the treacherously darkened staircase, she reconsidered her situation. She would be eating a second warm meal in the same day, a rare occurrence in her nomadic lifestyle. Better yet, she had a soft bed in a room away from the cold waiting for her. In comparison to what she'd become accustomed to, this was utter luxury. If she had only to cook a meal or two to afford such a paradise, it was a bargain. This thought was still in her mind when she encountered Wolloff at the bottom of the staircase, candle in hand and a scowl on his face.

	"Oh, by all means, take your time! I would hate for you to break a sweat! It would be a bloody travesty!" he said with a practiced tone of false concern.

	"I am sorry. It is just that I have a rather serious shoulder injury," she explained, as she felt a few exertion-fueled throbs.

	"The last I checked, climbing the stairs was more in the realm of the leg's operation," he said.

	"I know, I know," she said, not eager to prompt another biting comment. One followed regardless.

	"That's fine. What's say we get some meat in this meal, shall we? I do not take the trouble to keep the cupboard stocked with rabbits so that I can eat like one!" he said.

	In the kitchen, she found he had left out a smoked rabbit for her to cook. She roasted it and brought him a plate, lacking the strength in her right arm to carry her own plate at the same time. When she finally set down her own serving and took her first bite, she noticed her host casting a glance or two at the afflicted shoulder. Apparently it was clear that cutting the meat required more of her arm than it was willing to give. When both were through eating, he pushed his plate aside and gave her a stern look.

	"Right, let's see it then," he said.

	"See what?" she asked.

	"See what?" he said, rolling his eyes. "A song and dance. Your shoulder, you dullard! What do you think I mean!?"

	Myranda rolled up her sleeve, cringing at the pain. Wolloff began to unfasten the blood-soaked bandage.

	"This looks to be a week old," he said.

	"It is. How did you know?" she asked.

	"I have been at this for some time, lass. Has it looked this way from the start?" he asked.

	"The morning after," she said, cringing again as he prodded at the wound with a small metal hook he had produced.

	"Hold still, this will be over soon," he said as his probing became more vigorous.

	"What are you--ow--OW!" she cried.

	He showed her the end of the hook. There was a small piece of blood-soaked wood clinging to the end.

	"That was in my arm?" she said.

	"Aye," he said. "Were I you, I would have removed that. Clean the wound in the kitchen and we will get a fresh bandage on it. First thing in the morning, we will get you started on that arm."

	"Get me started on it? You mean that I will be the one healing it?" she said.

	"Aye. To a layman, that injury is a curse, but to a budding white wizard, it is motivation. The sooner you learn the art, the sooner you end your suffering," he said, turning back to the book he had been reading.

	Myranda's head was spinning. It was only now striking her how near she was to achieving what had been a lifelong dream. Ever since that terrible day when she lost her family to the siege of Kenvard, she had longed to find some way to undo some of the damage the war had done.

	After carefully rinsing the injury clean, she returned to the main room where Wolloff stopped his reading just long enough to apply the first real bandage the gash had seen. The difference between the proper dressing and the coarse makeshift counterparts she'd been using was quite clear. Aside from doing a far better job of protecting the wound, it was worlds more comfortable, as it did its job without needing to be tied so tight that it numbed her fingers.

	"Right, first light we begin with your training. Get rest," Wolloff said.

	Myranda fairly ran up the stairs. Tomorrow! Tomorrow she would take the first steps toward a new life! Imagine! In a few short months she would be able to save lives! Her mere touch would soon restore the stricken! She slid into bed with these thoughts and more rendering sleep all but impossible. The clouds outside hid the moon, casting her room into utter blackness. Eyes closed or open, images of a war-torn landscape hung in the air, with herself, dressed in white, one by one bringing the fallen back to health.

	The aspiring wizard was suddenly torn from her reverie by the loud clatter of one of the shutters. She turned her head to the source of the sound. In the darkness, she could only just make out the open window to the south. Myranda stumbled to the shutter and inspected it. She could swear she'd wedged it closed earlier. Pulling it shut, she took more care to see to it that the window would not come open again. After making her way blindly to the bed, she slipped under the covers once more and tried to get to sleep. In a few moments, though, she felt a familiar weight drop on top of her.

	"Oof. Myn! You know you aren't supposed to be here! Get out of here now!" Myranda reprimanded.

	In response, the dragon simply made herself a bit more comfortable.

	"No?" Myranda said with a sigh. "Well, I tried."

	Now reunited with her constant companion, she tried valiantly to get some rest. The thoughts of the wonders to come kept her mind racing long after sleep should have come.

	 


Chapter 12

	After what felt like mere moments of true slumber, Myranda was jarred from her rest by a gentle prodding on her uninjured shoulder. She opened her eyes, expecting to see Myn standing over her, wanting breakfast or some such. Instead she saw Wolloff.

	"Good morning," he said with forced gentility.

	"Good morning," she said, yawning and stretching.

	"Oh, please, don't get up. Are you aware that you've a dragon on your lap?" he asked.

	"Oh, my, I am sorry. She must have climbed in the window last night. I tried to get her to leave, but--" she hurriedly explained.

	"Never mind that. No harm done," he said quietly.

	"I thought you would have been angrier," Myranda said, slightly concerned by the rare and excessive showing of civility she was experiencing.

	"Oh, aye. I am particularly perturbed, but it is my considered opinion that when dealing with a wild beast, it is best not to provoke it with harsh words," he said.

	"So, you will not yell until Myn leaves?" she asked, sliding herself into a sitting position and waking the dragon.

	"Aye, but as soon as the wee creature is out of earshot, you will hear what I am at this moment only barely able to contain," he said, twitching with suppressed anger.

	"Why am I tempted to keep her around?" she said meekly.

	"Because you have forgotten that, as a wizard, I've a host of more powerful and far more permanent methods of disposing of the creature than a blasted sleep spell!" Wolloff said, the final words carrying a hint of the rage he was feeling.

	The awakened dragon looked sleepily at Myranda, and then at the wizard. When she noticed the second human, her eyes shot open and she leapt to the floor. Situating herself between Myranda and the perceived threat, she shot Wolloff a steely stare and adopted a fierce stance. She opened her wings and bared her teeth. When the wizard refused to back down, Myn lashed her tail back and forth, knocking down a pile of books. Instantly, Wolloff grabbed his medallion. Myranda placed a reassuring hand on Myn's side.

	"Myn, don't worry. Wolloff here is a friend! He won't do anything . . ." she began, before glancing at the furious wizard just in time to see another twitch. " . . . terrible to me."

	She continued to pat the dragon on the neck and soothe her until she was willing to relinquish her defensive stance.

	"That is right. You must be tired of being cramped into this tiny room. Why don't you just go play outside in the warm sun, and catch something to eat?" she said.

	As Myranda gestured repeatedly to the window, Myn shifted her gaze to the broken shutter, which had once again come undone. A bird fluttered by. Myn locked onto the creature and darted out the window and down the wall in a twinkling. Myranda ran to the window and watched as the little dragon rushed toward the same stand of trees she had terrorized the day before.

	Wolloff joined her at the window, concerned solely with the distance between himself and the dragon. As he watched he spoke, his voice rising as the overprotective creature moved further away.

	"These books around you represent three lifetimes of tireless search. My grandfather, my father, and I have spent our youth scouring this embattled land for any scrap of knowledge that it could muster. Every hint of mystic knowledge available in the realm of healing has been assembled here. I will not allow all of that to go up in a puff of smoke because an uneducated apprentice could not follow orders and let her blasted dragon let fly a spark! Understood!?" he cried with growing anger.

	"Yes" Myranda said, sheepishly.

	"Right  . . . then let us begin," he said, quickly composing himself. "First, you will need to learn how to pronounce each rune. As a whole, they compose a complex written and spoken language, but for our purposes, you will need to learn only a small part of it. However, if you learn anything of the mystic language, learn it well. A misspoken arcane word can be dangerous."

	"Dangerous?" she asked.

	"Aye. At best, the spell will not work. Equally likely is the mistake changing the behavior of the spell in unpredictable ways. I cannot stress this enough. Ignoring all else, you must only speak a spell with an effect that you are absolutely sure of. Years ago, a colleague of mine attempted a spell intended to light a fire. He mistakenly substituted the target rune for the self rune. Needless to say, it was an unpleasant thing to witness. Even more unpleasant to clean up. It was, though, a fine reminder to speak with care," he said.

	Aside from two breaks for meals, the day was utterly filled with study. Learning to pronounce these words was far more difficult than any other she had learned. This was because each word carried power, and if too many were spoken together, a spell would be cast. So each attempt was separated by a long and purposeful silence. Whenever Myranda was not as careful as Wolloff would like, she would be treated to a variation on the same long lecture about the "undesirable" results that such behavior could bring. Despite the difficulty, she did manage to learn a handful of words. During dinner, she decided to ask some questions that had been bothering her.

	"Wolloff?" she asked.

	"Aye," he said, as usual without looking up from the ever-present book.

	"Why do we have to learn a different language to cast spells?" she asked.

	"Strictly to save effort. The language that these spells are scribed in is one that the spirits are attuned to. When you speak an incantation, you entreat the forces around us for help. I've seen similar effects brought about in nearly any spoken language, but in those cases the mind of the caster must attune itself to the spirits. The process tends to be longer and slower. Sometimes chanting is involved. I personally cannot see the benefit, but to each his own. Nothing you will be doing will require much more than you'll learn of the runes," he said, as though he'd answered the question countless times before.

	"What if---" she began.

	"Listen, all that needs to be answered shall be. Any question that you have that does not find an answer in the months ahead is not one worth asking. Please keep your magic-related inquiries to yourself," he said.

	From that point forward, he rigidly refused to answer any more of her questions, rather forcefully suggesting that she retire to her room and practice what she had learned thus far. She climbed the increasingly familiar staircase to her room. The fading light of the setting sun illuminated the page that she had left open on the table. After finding and reminding herself of the runes she knew, she carefully located the book she had found earlier and analyzed the spell that bore her name. Not surprisingly, most runes that she had learned were present in the spell. She grinned at the thought that Wolloff was preparing her for this very incantation. A few days more of study such as this and she would know all of the runes on the page. She could be casting it by week's end. With this thought in her mind, she felt the wound on her arm. The sliver Wolloff had removed was enough to take from it the constant pain. Soon she would be rid of the wound, once and for all.

	Her thoughts were interrupted by the violent swinging of the shutter, and she knew without looking that it was not the wind that had dislodged it. Sure enough, the little dragon was at her side again. She stroked the loyal creature's head and continued her review. Myn delighted in the sound of Myranda's voice as she muttered this word or that from the symbols scribed on the page. Soon the sun was behind the mountains, leaving her with no light to learn by. This was Myranda's cue to retire, with Myn taking her usual position on top of her.

	"So, how did your day go? Keeping busy?" she asked her silent companion. "New words. You know, I haven't learned a new language since I was a little girl. It wasn't particularly easy back then, but now there is the distinct possibility that if I mispronounce a word I could wind up as a jackrabbit or invisible. That has added a whole new dimension to the learning process, I can tell you. I'll tell you something else, too. He may know this magic backward and forward, but he could stand to learn a thing or two about manners. I was afraid that when my time here was up I couldn't bear to leave it, but if he remains as he is today, after six months I shall be glad to be rid of it."

	Morning came quickly, and Myranda was sure to be up with the sun so that she would have time to coax Myn to leave before Wolloff arrived, lest she receive yet another of his long-winded lectures. She managed to do so with little time to spare. Wolloff's slow, plodding footsteps could be heard approaching just as she closed the shutter.

	The day passed almost precisely as the previous one had, as did one after, and the one after that. Daylight was spent studying, night spent with Myn to keep her company. It might not have been the most luxurious life, but it was just exactly what she needed: stability, safety, and even education and companionship. For the first time in ages, she could feel her tightly-bound mind decompressing, her perpetually tangled nerves unraveling. She was living, not merely surviving. After so long, it was a state she was unaccustomed to, and brought with it the nagging fear that it would be fleeting.

	#

	Several days of travel had brought Trigorah and her men from their headquarters in Northern Capital to the southern edge of an icy field. She had most of the other Elites combing it for some sign of where the sword had been found. If the reports were correct, then the girl had passed through the nearby towns heading south. Of the three nearest towns, only the people of the village due north had any memory of the girl described in Demont's report. They spat when they spoke of her, decrying her as a sympathizer and traitor. One man recounted with pride sending her directly through this field.

	The general considered the facts. An unprepared, unequipped individual as the townsfolk had described would not likely have survived the journey to the next city, even if she'd known to head there directly. She must have found some manner of shelter before then. The only conceivable source, barring something within the tundra itself, was a small, poorly-kept place of worship. Trigorah approached it. There were horses and riders in front of it. As she drew nearer, she realized that she recognized the uniforms of the men assembled before the church as not merely Alliance Army, but her own Elite. Anger and confusion welling up in her, she spurred her horse forward.

	"General Teloran!" piped one of the soldiers, offering a salute.

	"At ease, what is the meaning of this? I left no orders for you. Why are you here?" Trigorah snapped.

	"We've been assigned a temporary commander, General. Commander Arden," he replied.

	"Arden? Stand aside, soldier," the general hissed.

	Fury in her eyes, the general stalked inside. In the darkened interior of the church, near a door at the far end of the room, a massive man was clutching a frail, blindfolded old priest in one hand and an oddly elegant halberd in the other. The old man was fairly dangling from the aggressor's ham-sized fist.

	"You seen 'im. I know you did!" he barked.

	"Put him down!" Trigorah ordered.

	The hulking man's head jerked in her direction.

	"Don't in'erupt, Gen'ral. I know dis old man saw somfin," Arden growled.

	"He hasn't seen anything, you imbecile! He is clearly blind!" Trigorah cried, yanking the helpless old man from his grip.

	Arden considered this for a moment.

	"That don't mean nothin," he decided.

	"Father, if you will just take a seat in the other room, I will have a word with my  . . . associate  . . . and then I require a few words with you myself," Trigorah said diplomatically.

	The priest gratefully felt his way to the door to his chamber and closed the door behind him.

	"What the hell do you think you are doing with my men, Arden?" Trigorah fumed, pronouncing the thug's name in an almost mocking tone.

	"You ain't doin yer job no more, they said, so they decided I oughta. Said somebody's gotta find the 'sassin, since you couldn't," he replied.

	"I found the assassin's accomplice! Someone saw fit to hire him rather than imprison him," Trigorah replied.

	"Uh-huh. And he did his job. Probably I wouldn't of had to get involved if he'da just been paid, but what do I care 'bout 'scuses?" Arden shrugged, adding. "Yer men follow orders good. I think I'll keep 'em."

	Trigorah shuddered with anger.

	"Huh-huh. Tell you what. You gotta find that sword, right? And I gotta find that 'sassin. What's say we make a wager? You find yer bounty first and I refuse to take yer men, even if they're offered," Arden suggested.

	"And if you win?" she asked.

	"You know what I want if I win," Arden replied.

	The general's eyes narrowed.

	"Don't flatter yerself, elf. I want what's in here," he said, attempting to poke Trigorah on the helmet only to have his hand knocked away. "I got a lot of questions, and I wanna be able to ask 'em in my way. And, naturally, I'll be hanging onto yer men."

	After a moment, Trigorah offered her hand. Arden shuffled the halberd to under his arm, its blade swiping dangerously near to Trigorah's head, and shook her hand.

	"Right. I'm off then. Have fun with yer priest," Arden said, plodding out toward the door and barking an order to the men outside.

	Trigorah entered the priest's chambers. He was sitting in a large chair, strangely composed despite his recent ordeal.

	"I apologize for the actions of Arden. They were inexcusable," Trigorah began.

	"Mmm. And yet you work with him," the priest replied.

	"Through no choice of my own, I assure you," General Trigorah said.

	"Everything is a choice, my child. Some choices are made poorly. They can have terrible consequences," he replied coldly. "Tell me. Is that the sort that our glorious army sees fit to employ?"

	"These are hard times  . . . regardless, I again apologize. I shall endeavor to make my time here brief and leave you in peace," Trigorah replied.

	"As you wish, though it is not often I am graced by the presence of a general. May I offer any hospitality?" he said, the realization of his current guest finally taking hold.

	"Only answers, Father. Were you visited, perhaps two weeks ago, by anyone? Anyone out of the ordinary?" she asked.

	"Mmm. You'd be after the girl, then, I suppose. What was her name now? Myranda. Myranda Celeste. A sympathizer," he recalled.

	Trigorah hesitated for a moment when she heard the name.

	"You are certain about that?" she asked.

	"Quite sure. Up to some mischief, is she? Stirring things up?" he asked.

	"So it would seem," Trigorah replied quietly.

	"Mmm. I feared as much." He nodded.

	"I don't suppose you were able to determine if she was carrying anything," Trigorah pressed.

	"I imagine she had a pack. I heard the odd clink or thunk when she sat down. At least I think I did. It was quite a few days ago," he answered.

	"Thank you. That is all. I appreciate your time," Trigorah said, turning to leave.

	"Anything to lend a hand to the Alliance Army," the priest said as she closed the door and hurried out.

	Trigorah's rigid, analytic mind clashed against these new developments, churning though them. Some she set aside for further study, others she tried push to the back of her mind. Not every fact had been a welcome one. One thing was for certain, though. The task at hand was now no longer simply a matter of duty. It was a matter of honor.

	#

	The first disruption to Myranda's comfortable routine came at the end of the first week. Just as she was heading up the stairs, a visitor came to the door. Three rounds of eager knocks had passed before Wolloff made it from his chair to the door.

	"Finally," he said, pulling the door open to the familiar visitor. "I was beginning to think I was doing this for my health."

	He took a pair of bags from the young boy at the door. As Wolloff hefted the bags and peered inside, the boy lingered, casting excited glances around the wizard.

	"What's got you so antsy, boy?" he asked.

	"Is she here? Myranda?" he asked.

	"These bags seem a bit light, lad. Turn out your pockets," he said.

	The boy heaved a sigh and did so. Wolloff inspected them, then grumbled about him finding a better hiding spot.

	"Now what are you on about? Marna?" he asked.

	"Myranda! She came here for training," he said.

	"Oh, Aye. The girl. She has retired for the evening. Why?" he asked.

	"I was hoping I could meet her. All of the other men are talking about her. She singlehandedly put the voice of the Undermine in everyone's ears and our name on everyone's tongues. She killed four so--" he gushed.

	"Fine, fine. Spray your blasted hero worship in the girl's direction. DOWNSTAIRS NOW!" he bellowed.

	Myranda came down quickly, having already learned that keeping Wolloff waiting was far from pleasant.

	"This little urchin wants a word with you. Watch yourself. The brat has sticky fingers," he said.

	She looked at the youngster at the door. There was something familiar about him. He was wearing a set of sparring pads, such as those worn by squires and apprentices in mock battle. Dirt had found its way, in large patches, to every piece of exposed skin. He couldn't be more than half of her age, and was overflowing with the misguided enthusiasm that such youth afforded. He offered his hand, and when she returned the gesture, he grasped it in a vigorous and continuous shake.

	"Oof. Easy. The shoulder is still a bit sore," she said.

	"Oh, right, the arm. From the fight. She told me! I can't believe I am meeting you! I'm Henry. And you  . . . You are the one! You did it!" he blurted.

	"Calm down. I am only a person" she assured him.

	"Only a person!? Caya said, she's my sister, she said that it is your fault that all of these orders are flowing down from the top and, and messages are coming out so fast and so often that there isn't even time to use codes, and, and, we are learning where the higher up people are and what their names are and what they are doing and where troops are coming from, and, and that means that there are openings and that means that we can hit them and cause real damage! Not like we've been doing! We can really hurt them and that means we need all the people we can get, and she gave me a knife and this great armor and it is all thanks to you!" the young boy spouted, almost without breathing.

	"Right, that will be enough, lad. Just run off and tell your sister that if any more of this silver finds its way into your grubby little mitts, I'll be asking for three bags next time," he said, ushering the boy out the door and slamming it shut.

	"Saints alive! The mouth on that boy. His parents should have just dressed up a monkey and cut off its tail. At least then they would get some peace and quiet now and then. What on earth was that yammering about, anyway? Have I got a celebrity as a pupil?" he asked.

	"I  . . . seem to have become something of a rally call for the Undermine. The popular belief is that I stole an artifact from the army and eliminated the four soldiers sent to retrieve it. Now the highest levels are up in arms, which I suppose creates no end of openings for Caya and her people to attack," she said.

	"Am I to take from your tone that you do not fit the role in which you have been cast?" he asked.

	She shook her head slowly.

	"I never killed those men. I only witnessed it, and even that was too much for me. I didn't steal any artifact. I found it on the body of a dead man and thought I could sell it. I never wanted any of this," she said.

	"And how many people know that?" Wolloff asked.

	"Only Caya, Tus, you, and whoever really did it," she said.

	"Right, you keep it that way. If what you say is true, you've stumbled onto something that has finally gotten this group on its feet. It is therefore in all of our best interests that those whom you have inspired continue to believe what they have been told," he said, nothing but earnestness in his voice.

	"Do you really believe in this cause?" she asked.

	"Not in the least. It is my honest belief that Caya and all of her high-minded dealings will be crushed underfoot at the earliest convenience of any detachment of the army. Nevertheless, this engagement with the Tressons must come to an end, and the sad truth is this: the pointless, flawed actions that the Undermine has taken are the only steps toward anything resembling peace in years," he said.

	"There are movements toward peace. I am always hearing about missions of peace that are shunned by the south," she said, confused.

	"Aye, you are always hearing about those things because that is what the propaganda mill is churning out. Don't be fooled, lass. They've got about as much truth to them as the yarn Caya is spinning about you. I spent many years in the direct service of many of the officials who are at this very minute wringing their hands over what to do about you. Not once in all of those years did I see, or even hear mention of, a single peace mission. Yet one step into the public and the tale of the latest diplomat slain at the peace table is on everyone's lips.

	"The truth is this is a war without diplomats. A war without negotiation. And such a war can only end in annihilation. Worse, the decisions of the men and women who guide the fate of this alliance seem solely aimed at stalemate. I was released from my position when it was decided that it was simpler to replace a fallen soldier than restore a faltered one. Egad, do you realize that they've actually made it illegal to practice white magic in the service of anyone but the Alliance Army? Even Clerics and those wretched potion-making Alchemists are being shut down. They say it is to make certain that those most in need are treated first, but I cannot name one of my brother healers who has spent even a single tour alongside a front line soldier. And now even schools of magic are being pressured into dropping what little white magic they taught!" he raved.

	"But why?" Myranda gasped.

	"Your guess is as good as mine. Near as I can tell, they are trying to make sure people like the Undermine can't get treatment. Whatever the reason, the proclamations have been made. Since then, the healer's art has all but disappeared from our land. The only end that our leaders seem dedicated to is ruin, and indeed that may well be the only one that is possible for us. With that truth revealed, I made it my goal to bring us to that end swiftly, that from the ashes of our land there may arise something better," he said.

	"I can't believe this  . . . all of things I've heard about--the conferences  . . . the meetings  . . . the betrayals . . ." Myranda said numbly.

	"Fiction. The only northerners the Tressons have met in decades are the ones they are clashing swords with," he said.

	"But how? Why?" she managed through her struggling grasp of the latest revelation.

	"Pride, stubbornness, honor, stupidity? Take your pick; it doesn't matter, the result is the same," he said.

	His tone and composure were that of a man who had come to terms with these truths long ago. For the first time, Myranda began to understand the bitter, cruel exterior he had shown thus far. How could anyone who had learned what he'd learned in the way he'd learned it behave any differently? Wolloff grinned as he saw the look of pained realization come to her face as it had to his long ago.

	"Sorry to burst your bubble, lass, but the truth is important. Unfortunately, wisdom and happiness are old enemies, and where one can be found, the other seldom lingers. You'd best get yourself upstairs. You've learned a bit more than I'd intended to teach today," he said.

	She trudged upstairs, the lessons of the day washed away in a flood of pain and sorrow. As much as she had loathed this war, she'd always assumed that the one common desire of the world was to bring it to an end. Wolloff was right. There was no reason that could justify abandoning any hope of peace in favor of destruction. And what of the people of Tressor? Had they made pleas for peace that fell upon the unwilling ears of the North? So many questions, and no answers.

	So troubled was she by the new knowledge, Myranda did not even notice Myn creeping in for her nightly visit. The little dragon had no way of knowing why Myranda was so dejected, but it was quite clear to her that this was so. She climbed onto the bed beside Myranda and stared into her eyes. A tear of anger and sorrow rolled down her cheek. Myn sniffed it, deciding immediately that she did not like it. She laid her head on Myranda's shoulder. The two did not stir until long after day finished its slip to night. Sleep came, but it was shallow and fitful, offering little in the way of rest and naught in the way of dreams. That, at least, was a blessing, as the images of darkness and desolation that invariably filled her dreams might just have been more than the disillusioned girl could bear.

	 


Chapter 13

	It was not until the approaching footsteps of Wolloff stirred Myn to leave that the trance-like sorrow was broken.

	"Morning, lass. Today we learn the last few runes for your cure, and the techniques to cast it," he said.

	She pulled herself from the bed and eagerly set her mind to the task of learning--anything to push the poisonous thoughts from her mind. Myranda threw herself headlong into the process, and managed to memorize all that needed to be learned before midday.

	"You are a person of many faults, lass, but slow to learn is not one of them," said the old wizard, in as near to a compliment as he had yet uttered. "Now it is time to learn how to cast your first spell."

	"Learn to cast it? What have I spent the whole of this week doing?" she asked.

	"Learning the spell," he said.

	"But not how to cast it?" she wondered.

	"No. Where is that spell book?" he said, looking over the cluttered table. He spotted the book Myranda had set aside--the one that contained the spell that bore her name. He flipped it open to that very spell. "There. It is a bit sloppier, but a passable spell. Read it. Only substitute this rune for this one to cast it on yourself."

	She looked over the spell, but there was no need. With the exception of the last few runes, she had memorized it. The last pieces of the puzzle let her finally speak it aloud. Slowly, carefully, she pronounced every last word of the arcane phrase. As she spoke she felt a soothing warmth grow beneath the dull pain of her wound, but the moment she finished casting the spell, the warmth quickly faded, leaving the swollen wound as it had been.

	"Not terribly effective, was it?" the wizard said with a knowing grin.

	"No, it didn't last," she said.

	"Didn't last?" he asked with the tiniest hint of surprise in his voice. "I'll wager you feel a bit tired now. Don't you."

	"Well, more so," she said. The sleepless night had left her quite weary, but there was a different feeling, a deeper one, that came when she finished speaking the words. It lingered in the back of her head, like a yawn that wouldn't come.

	"Exactly," he said. "It is because you lack focus. With the exception of the very best written of spells, the forces and spirits around us will take little notice of what you say. The words must be spoken, but past that, the spectral realm cares little if it is a whisper or a cry. It is the state of the mind that speaks the word that interests them. It is only when your mind is tightly gathered to the task that you are likely to be granted your whims in any meaningful way.

	"Furthermore, magic is not free. Regardless of how you bring about the desired effect, you give a little of yourself. If you entreat a spirit, it will draw its payment from your own spirit. A focused mind satisfies their appetite far more swiftly and thus spares you much of the fatigue that would normally come. More importantly, not all of the forces of this world are benevolent. Many will attempt to take a far greater toll than is their right--or, worse, may take a more substantial payment that you are not willing or able to give. Focus protects you from such treachery."

	"How do I focus?" she asked.

	"Ah, therein lies the crux of the art of wizardry," he said.

	He rummaged about on the cluttered table, gathering up all of the crystals before selecting a slightly cloudy, pale yellow gem.

	"Give me your hand," he said.

	She offered her left hand. Wolloff furrowed his brow at the odd scar before placing the gem in her hand and closing her fingers around it.

	"Now, close your eyes and concentrate on the crystal. All that exists is my voice and the crystal. All other thoughts must be silenced. That crystal is very impure. It will grow warmer and glow as you devote more and more of your mind to it," he said.

	It was no simple task to do as he said. The temperature of the crystal did change as she drew more of her mind toward it, but even the merest distraction dropped the piece to cold. There was no telling how long it had been before she was finally interrupted, but it must have been some time, because the shadows were casting differently than they had when she began. Her concentration had been broken when Wolloff snatched the gem from her hand. He had a stern look on his face.

	"You wouldn't be trying to make a fool of old Wolloff, would you?" he asked, angrily.

	"What do you mean?" she asked.

	The wizard's face twisted briefly with concentration, the crystal taking on the same glow as a candle.

	"You managed this degree of concentration," he said, the light wavering slightly as he spoke.

	"I don't understand," she said.

	"I've been at this since I was nearly your age. When I was learning what I have just taught you, I had to practice it for just shy of two months to achieve this degree of consistent concentration. In all of my years, I have met but a handful of colleagues that had done so more quickly than I. The fastest was my mentor, who managed it in two weeks. You've done it upon your first day of trial, and in less than two hours!" He growled.

	"What have I done wrong? Why are you yelling?" she asked.

	"Done wrong? You've wasted my time and your own by allowing me to teach you things you must already know!" he said.

	"I didn't know anything, I swear! The only knowledge I have of magic is what you have taught me!" she assured him.

	"We shall know for sure in a moment," he fumed, grasping his amulet.

	Myranda quickly stood, knocking the chair down as she tried to back away. The wizard had a menacing look in his eye that chilled her to her spine. He spoke a string of mystic words, only a few of which were familiar. The spell was a mystery to her, save that the last few words targeted it upon her, and bound the effects to her flesh. Just as soon as the final word had left his lips, she felt the muscles in her arm clench tightly. All feeling left her fingers, and the numbness began to spread quickly up her arm. In a few moments, the arm hung loosely at her side. She tried to move it, but it would not obey, not even a twitch.

	"What did you do?" she asked desperately, clutching at the lifeless arm.

	"As if you don't know," he said.

	Myranda's numbness spread, her panic spreading with it. Her right leg was quickly claimed and she was left unable to stand. Soon the whole of her right side was lifeless, and what little feeling she had left in the left side was draining away. By the end of a minute she was collapsed on the floor like a rag doll, utterly numb and scarcely breathing. Wolloff walked over to her, but she lacked even the control to focus her eyes on him. He leaned down to inspect her breathing, then slowly left the room.

	She heard the door slip shut. He had left her. Hours passed with only her thoughts to keep her company. Her eyes offered only blurred blobs of color and light. She could hear clearly, but there was nothing for her to listen to aside from the passing breeze. All other senses were gone. The feeling of complete helplessness was maddening. She devoted every ounce of her apparently considerable concentration to moving even a single finger, but failed. The light blurs turned to dark ones before the footsteps could be heard returning.

	"Right. I am quite convinced. Had you received the education I'd accused you of, you would certainly have learned to defend against a little hex like that," he said.

	He swept his hand through the air and spoke a few words. Myranda instantly regained the feeling she was robbed of.

	"And no one would allow such a spell to take effect if they could avoid it," he said.

	"You could have just believed me," she said, pulling herself from the floor with much difficulty. Unbeknownst to her, the time on the floor had caused her muscles to cramp.

	"I have a personal rule that has served me quite well in the past: never take at face value that which can be proved," he said, taking a clear, rose-colored gem from the table.

	"Well?" she asked, hoping for an apology.

	"Well take this. This gem has been fairly well-refined. It will aid your concentration. Take a few moments to pull your mind together, focus on the gem, then cast the spell again, as I told you to before," he said, as though the hours of paralysis he had caused had simply never occurred.

	Myranda clutched the new gem. She ought to have known better than to expect him to make amends for his distrust. That didn't matter, though. She had a very important task at hand. Not only did she have the opportunity to rid herself of the crippling injury, but she was about to take the first real step toward becoming a healer. Without the warmth of the gem to guide her, it was difficult to know when she had reached the appropriate level of concentration. When she felt that her mind was similar to the way it had been that morning, she spoke the words.

	Even the simple task of pronouncing the words was difficult to do without causing her mind to lose focus. Just as before, she felt a soothing warmth in her wound that served to distract her further. As the last few words were spoken, the warmth increased greatly.

	"Right. You may relax now. Let the spell do its work," Wolloff said.

	She let the outside world flow back in. Instantly, the strange weariness that she had felt before was back, and far stronger. She felt dizzy, and nearly fell off of her chair. Her arm, though, felt wonderful. The terrible pain she'd come to live with was replaced with a gentle tingle. She pulled up the sleeve and loosened the bandage. Before her eyes the redness and swelling subsided. In moments, the debilitating injury was returned to the state it had been in when she received it. A simple, albeit severe, gash. Much to her chagrin, though, it was there that the spell seemed to stop its work.

	"Fine. That will be all for today," he said.

	"Wait! What happened?" she asked, trying to stand. The dizziness that swirled in her mind forced her back into the chair.

	"You cast the spell, the spell worked," he said, irritated by the need to explain the obvious.

	"But my arm. It isn't healed," she said.

	"No. The spell you cast was simply to remove the affliction that had been worsening the wound. The actual healing spell is quite different. We will begin learning that one tomorrow. It is significantly longer, and it contains a few runes that you have yet to learn. If you get your wits about you by the time I've made supper, we will work a bit after."

	"Supper  . . . you mean you don't expect me to prepare it?" she said.

	"As entertaining as it would be to see you run in a screaming conflagration from my kitchen after falling face-first into the fire, I am in no mood to clean it up. Rest for a bit. When you've coordinated yourself enough to risk the stairs, you will find some of yesterday's dinner waiting for you," he said, taking his leave.

	The young woman took his advice, though she'd hardly needed to be told. It was late afternoon, but it may as well have been midnight. As soon as he'd left, Myranda dragged herself to the bed and collapsed. This was the most bizarre weariness she had ever felt. Her body felt fine. It was neither sore nor weak. In truth, it was the first time in weeks that she could say she felt virtually no pain whatsoever. And yet she could barely move. It was as though she lacked the will to command her muscles.

	Perhaps because of this, the sleep she yearned for simply would not come. Her mind badly needed it, but her body would not oblige. Instead, she remained in a daze for several hours, fully awake, but mentally drained. Finally, more out of boredom than refreshment, she opened her eyes to a darkened room. It must have become night only recently, as there was a bit of rosiness to the sky at the tip of the mountains. She wondered, as she gazed out, where her little dragon was. It was not like her to be gone much past sundown.

	"Where could she be?" she asked to no one in particular.

	The answer came in a swift and sudden manner. Myn's head appeared, peering down through the window from above. Myranda, startled by the unexpected appearance of her friend, stumbled backward. The dragon darted behind her, using her head to prop up the faltering girl.

	"Thank you, Myn. I suppose I've not quite recovered yet. I feel quite a bit better, though," she said, feeling her way to the bed. She sat, the dragon leaping up to the bed beside her.

	"So what have you been up to? Not only hunting, I hope. If you spend so much time hunting each day, the forest will be emptied by the time we leave," she said.

	The dragon, enthralled by the sound of her voice, moved to Myranda's right side. When she had finished talking, Myn glanced at her right arm, sniffing at the injury. A look of confusion or curiosity came to her face as she took another smell and gave Myranda a questioning look.

	"Oh, my arm. Yes. I learned to cast a spell, and now it is healing properly. Thank you for noticing," she said.

	Myn seemed pleased, as though the smell of the tainted injury had been a source for concern for her, and its disappearance was a great relief. She gave her little reptilian version of a smile and lowered her head for the standard reward for a job well done. Myranda gave her the pat on the head she was hoping for with her vastly improved arm.

	"I'll be right back. You've eaten your meal, but I've yet to have mine," she said.

	Myn coiled herself up on the bed, watching Myranda open the door and carefully descend the stairs. If the stairs had been tricky before, navigating them in near darkness and while lightheaded was an entirely new experience. She made it to the base, thankfully in one piece, and found Wolloff reading by the firelight. On the table was a plate featuring the last of the roast and a few boiled vegetables. She sat down and ate quietly.

	"It held up well," Wolloff said.

	Myranda nodded in agreement.

	"Perhaps you would like to take some up to your dragon," he said.

	Myranda nodded again before realizing what had been said.

	"What?" she said.

	"That is who you were talking to, was it not?" he asked.

	"You heard that?" she said.

	"No, but now I know that I was right," he said.

	Myranda sighed and swallowed hard. "How long did you know?" she asked.

	"If you recall, I was there the first morning she showed up. Did you really think I wouldn't check to see if it had happened again?" he said. "You will find it very difficult to fool a wizard, lass."

	"I am very sorry, but we have been together every day since she was born. I cannot keep her away. I assure you, she is very well-behaved. She has only breathed fire once and it was only because she was cold. If she--" Myranda hurriedly explained.

	"Relax, lass, I would not be so foolish as to put the fate of my collection in the hands of an apprentice. You couldn't ignite a single page if you tried. The moment I saw that beast, I put a series of spells into effect. You can't even light a lamp up there without a word or two from me," he said.

	"Why didn't you say something earlier?" she asked.

	"It is just my way," he said, getting up and placing his book on the table. "So, do you feel up to learning a bit more tonight?"

	"Not quite," she said.

	"What a shame, because that is precisely what we are going to do," he said.

	#

	The following weeks brought much knowledge and little rest. Wolloff felt that, since she was gifted with a unique strength of mind, she ought to be pushed harder than his other students. In weeks she learned spells that had taken the other apprentices months to perfect. She could soon heal everything from a bruise to a broken limb to any number of diseases. He would see to it that she practiced nonstop until the spell was casting just as it should be.

	Surprisingly, Wolloff more often than not provided the meals. He seemed to believe that her education was of the highest priority. Each morning would see a new spell taught and rest would not come until it had been cast. Each day followed the same routine--until one morning more than a month later. On that morning, Myn was acting strangely.

	The dragon had continued to leave with the approach of morning, usually waking Myranda in the process. Something was different, though. When Myn jumped to the floor, she sniffed at the air, clearly worried. She then climbed to the north window to gain a better sample of whatever scent it was that bothered her so. The little dragon was so distracted she did not even leave her station at the window when Wolloff entered.

	"Oh, I see, we do not even do the old man the courtesy of pretending to follow the rules anymore, eh?" he said.

	"Something is wrong. I think she smells something," she said, growing more and more concerned at the dragon's strange behavior.

	"Do you have any idea how strong that snout of hers is? She always smells something," he assured her.

	"Even so," Myranda said, straining her eyes on the horizon.

	A sound, silent to the others, visibly shook Myn. She launched herself out of the window and ran to the north with a speed Myranda had never seen the little creature muster. There was something more than hunger driving her as she streaked through the snow. Myranda called out to her, but the dragon did not even turn.

	"It is about time . . ." Wolloff said.

	"This is not normal. Something is definitely wrong," she said.

	"Oh, aye, but keeping a pet dragon in your bed with you every night is the very picture of normality," Wolloff said.

	Soon Myn disappeared between the trees. Myranda turned to the wizard, who was about to begin the day's studies.

	"I am serious. Something out there has got her attention like nothing else I've seen before. We've got to see where she's gone, and what she's gone after," she insisted.

	"I do not see why--" he began.

	"Please! You are a wizard. Surely you can do something to find out," she begged.

	Wolloff looked at the desperate apprentice. Normally, he would be infuriated by the gall of a student interrupting her teacher, but looking into her eyes he saw naught but fear and worry. He heaved a frustrated sigh.

	"I can see we are not likely to get anything done while this mystery stands," he said.

	He gripped the amulet and spoke some arcane words. The crystal within began to glow.

	"There is someone  . . . a human . . ." he said, mumbling a few more words. "Aye, quite a few."

	"Who are they? What do they look like?" she pleaded.

	"I cannot actually see them. That would require a distance-seeing spell, and I have not cast such a spell in years. I am merely detecting their minds," he said, his next few comments scattered among lengthy pauses. "I can tell you that they are quite strong-willed. Not on the level of a wizard, or even you for that matter, though  . . . I sense that they are looking for something. No . . . No, they have found it. There is anger. Perhaps a  . . . yes, a battle  . . . There are fewer of them now  . . . fewer still. Whatever they found is putting up quite a struggle."

	"It could be Myn!" she said.

	"Aye, it could be." He nodded. "I've focused the spell on the discovery of human minds. Whatever they have found, it is not human."

	"Well, search for her! Search for Myn!" she demanded.

	Wolloff clenched his eyes tighter to maintain concentration.

	"This may come as a surprise to you, but seeking out a dragon's mind has not been of tremendous usefulness to me over the years. I would have to do a bit of research to discover that particular inflection," he said. "At any rate, it does not matter. The ill-intentioned invaders--or, at least, those that remain--are leaving. Right, back to work then."

	Myranda reluctantly turned her mind to the task of learning again. She tried to imagine that Myn had just gone off for the day as she had for weeks before. It was no use, though. She could not pull her mind from the worry she felt. Her spells fizzled and failed. Even spells she had mastered in her first days of learning were beyond her ability. Finally, Wolloff grew frustrated.

	"Right. That is all for today then," he said.

	"I am sorry. I am just  . . . I can't stop thinking about Myn. She could be in trouble," she said.

	"Aye, could be, and probably is. She is probably flayed open on the side of a road, but that is of little consequence. You are to be a white wizard. The tragedies of the world must cease to matter to you," he said.

	"How dare you! My friend could be hurt. That will always matter to me. A healer should have compassion," she said.

	"Caya sent you so that you could learn to heal the injured. To that end, you've shown tremendous potential, but mere potential means nothing. What matters is performance. Life would be wonderful if we were only asked to perform in the most pleasant of conditions, but the truth is that it in those places a healer is useless. If you are to be helpful at all, you will need to be treating men and women torn apart at the seams. Soldiers screaming in pain. Faces you may recognize shrouded in a crimson mask of blood--or, worse, faded white as a ghost with death's claws about them. At times you will not have the opportunity or resources to give help to all who need it. You will have to decide who must die and who can live. What good will you be if the imagined fate of a blasted meaningless creature renders you helpless? You are useless!" he proclaimed.

	Wolloff rose from his seat and opened the door to leave. He slammed it angrily behind him as Myranda turned back to the window. She was shaken by his words. Their truth had struck her to the core. Casting the spell with nothing on the line was difficult enough, but to attain the necessary state of mind while a life hangs in the balance? Impossible. The emotions could not be pushed aside.

	Perhaps the true test of a wizard was the art of detachment. Whenever tales of a wizard were told to her, they were cold and unfeeling, minds set solely to task. A part of her yearned to be free of the burden of her emotion--but in her heart, she recoiled at the thought. The image of herself showing anger and disdain in place of compassion and concern turned her stomach. Such a fate was worse than death. To deny her heart now would be to turn a deaf ear to it forever, and right now it was telling her that her friend needed help.

	She marched down the stairs, her course of action clear.

	"And what are you up to?" Wolloff asked mockingly.

	"I am going to help Myn," she declared.

	"And how do you suppose you will find her?" he asked.

	"I don't know," she said, donning her worn cloak and tattered boots.

	"Well, off with you, then. I have taught you the basics, and it was that which I was paid to do. My conscience is clear. You, however, ought to bear one thing in mind. Caya has invested a tidy sum and she is expecting a healer in return. How will she feel when I tell her that her new mascot and only healer has frozen to death seeking to rescue a beast from a danger that is not even certain?" he said.

	Myranda gave him a long, hard stare, considering his words. Finally, she opened the door and set off into the cold. A single look at the sky and whiff of the air assured her that she could not have chosen a worse time to venture into the woods alone. As was the curse of the north, snow had come at least once a week for the whole of her time in Wolloff's tower. Most were light flurries, but some brought with them wind and cold sufficient to endanger any creature that could not find shelter. Today would be such a day. A stiff breeze foreshadowed the harsh winds that would be tearing at her face within the hour.

	 


Chapter 14

	The sharp slicing of Myn's claws into the snow left a clear path to follow, but the rising wind was quickly wiping them away. Racing against time, Myranda trudged through the snow, knee-deep at times, as quickly as her legs could manage. She ignored the savage burning of the wind in her eyes, knowing that if she lost sight of the trail for even a moment, she might never find it again. All the while, she kept her left hand clenched angrily about the front of her cloak, holding it closed and squeezing at the mark that had brought her such misfortune, as though if she punished it enough it would release her from its accursed grasp.

	The shadows lengthened as she trudged onward. Long ago, the prints had been wiped away. She moved now on hope alone. For once, luck did not fail her. Ahead, she found a patch of snow stained red by the blood beneath it. The patch stood out against the stark white that surrounded it. The snow, blown about by the savage wind, had faded but not erased the remains of the battle that Wolloff had described. It must have been a terrible one. Though she could not be certain, the half-hidden footfalls scattered about the clearing seemed to have belonged to a half-dozen or so men.

	Four did not live to see the end of the battle. The bodies must have been taken; in their places, helmets had been left, hung atop swords stuck into the earth in the center of the bloody spill that marked their end. The helms were elaborate, iron with dark blue enamel covering the whole surface, save a few areas that bore gold detailing. Rising from the peak was a white plume that looked to be horse hair.

	"So they were soldiers," she said through wind-burned lips.

	She searched the ground with her eyes, but there was no sign of Myn having even been there. The telltale dimples in the snow left by the soldiers' horses all led almost directly to the north. Myranda, with nowhere else to go, followed them. If Myn had not reached them before the battle had ended, then she might have met them further on.

	It was not long before she found the site of a different battle. More blood spilled, and a single helmet, left seemingly out of carelessness rather than memorial. Beside the blood-spattered helmet was a deep furrow left by the spirited movements of a creature's claws. Further on, there was a deep pit in the snow, almost to the ground, that bore its own stain, though this blood was of a thicker, darker variety. Precisely the kind that was left in the wake of the elder dragon's rampage. There was no doubt. It was Myn's.

	"No!" Myranda cried out.

	She threw herself into the snow, digging her fingers into the windblown flakes just as the first crystals of the long impending storm began to fall. Myranda stood. The pit was empty. Squinting, she made out a tiny speck of red, followed by another, and another. She followed the trail of drops to its end. There she found the prone, motionless form of the little dragon. She was cold to the touch, nearly as cold as the snow that half buried her. Two vicious injuries marred her hide, clearly the cause of her collapse. Myranda dropped to her knees and placed her ear to the dragon's chest. There was the weakest thump of a struggling heart to be heard. The tiniest whisper of life, the smallest glimmer of hope.

	Myranda analyzed the wounds. There was a horrid gash running along her neck and down her side, cleaving whole scales and clotted with sticky, near-black blood. The second injury was smaller, a notch cut into her crown scale. The thick protective piece of armor had done its work. Only a trickle of blood escaped the wound left by a blow that would have killed a lesser creature.

	The novice healer prepared to make use of her fresh knowledge. Suddenly her heart dropped as she realized her carelessness. A crystal! She'd forgotten to take one! She had never been able to cast a spell without one. There was no time to lose though. If she delayed for even a moment, she could lose her friend forever. She placed her hands on the dragon's neck. The creature's unique blood burned at her fingers, but she ignored it. Her mind needed silence for the spell to work. Every thought had to be washed away to provide a trance deep enough to allow her words to reach the ears of those forces that could put them to reality. The lack of a crystal made it difficult, but the high emotions made it near impossible.

	She tried, and tried, but she couldn't manage to ignore the fear and sorrow she felt for the only creature that cared for her. Tears flowed from her eyes and stung her cheeks as the flood of powerful emotions fought back. The harder she tried to focus, the more she thought of the danger her friend was in. Her mind swirled, but she could not relent. The feelings intensified until she could not bear it. Finally, she spoke the arcane words. If she could not draw the strength from calm focus, then she had no choice to try to draw it from the maelstrom in her mind.

	The words began to do their work, though weakly. Slowly she felt the gash begin to close beneath her fingers, but not completely. She spoke the words again, and again. Each speaking brought the wound closer to disappearing, and brought Myranda closer to collapse. The last trickle of the blood escaped the wound as the apprentice wizard finally passed the breaking point, falling forward. Large, icy flakes of snow began to fall with all of the force of a blizzard as the world faded from her view.

	#

	In the city of Nidel, General Trigorah pored over her notes of the weeks gone by. Progress had been slow, painfully slow. Her duties had required her to track the path of the sword and those who may have contacted it. To that end, she'd been quite successful. Indeed, in front of her was a description of the very weapon she sought, provided by an elderly weapon shop owner who had agreed to buy it. The last of the prospective witnesses had been identified, and their current whereabouts noted.

	Every last story that there was to hear had been heard, and the last of the truth was being gleaned from them. There was the strong indication, though not the certainty, that Myranda  . . . that the target had been in possession of the weapon when she left the weapon shop, but not when she had arrived in the town of Nidel, and certainly not when she had been captured.

	It was here that things had ceased to fit together. There was the church. Trigorah knew her target tended to visit places of worship when seeking shelter. There had been a church, burned, and four soldiers killed. That didn't make sense. Why burn the church? To hide evidence? Perhaps, but the remains of the soldiers, some of Demont's men, were left for all to find, when they could easily have been thrown among the flames. If evidence was being destroyed, it was evidence of some other crime.

	From the descriptions of her target, it seemed highly unlikely that she would have been capable of defeating four soldiers. And then there was the fact of her escape. The carriage was burned. More fire  . . . but this time well-used. Aside from requiring that the girl be captured as well as the sword, the escape made it clear that she could not have been working alone. No, there was another hand at work here.

	As she stared at the totality of the information, a solution stared back at her. All of this had a familiar ring to it. A color  . . . a texture to the events that she'd become sensitive to. She knew that the assassin had been sent for the sword, and that he likely still held it. That much was not a mystery. The mystery was where he could be found, and it was one of which she'd spent decades frequently in the pursuit of a solution.

	She didn't have the time for that. She needed progress quickly. Some sort of step forward. The reports of the escape held clues. The horses were missing. The armor was missing. There had been looting. Not unheard of, save for the destruction of the black carriage. That was an act of vengeance. Only one group sought weapons, armor, and revenge. The Undermine. Trigorah stood and stalked out to her waiting Elites.

	"Saddle up, men. We are heading east," she ordered.

	#

	The first rays of the sun stirred the two travelers. They were both near-frozen, spared a complete blanket of snow only by their proximity to a thickly-needled pine tree. Great mounds of the white stuff surrounded the tree and buried the lower third of their bodies. Myranda managed to get her numbed limbs beneath her and roll off of Myn. Even after being healed, Myn had lost too much blood to last the long, cold night alone. She would have surely died if not for the impromptu blanket in the form of the unconscious body of Myranda. The dragon hoisted herself to her feet and released a mighty blast of fire. Instantly, the warm blood surged through her body, bringing new life to cold muscles. A second blast brought her strength and comfort back to normal.

	The brief blasts of warmth that Myn had created did little to restore feeling to Myranda's icy fingers. She gathered together the only wood available, green boughs broken free by the powerful wind. Some of the snow was pushed aside to provide an appropriate place to start the fire, but she knew that she had little chance of sparking a flame. She had no tools to do so, and the fresh wood would be slow to light. The cold had robbed her of nearly all dexterity, and she knew that if she didn't get feeling back into her legs soon, she never would. She looked pleadingly to Myn.

	"Fire. Please understand me, Myn. Just this once I need fire," she said.

	The dragon looked back innocently.

	"Here, feel. Heat does not return so easily to me as it does to you," Myranda said, placing a hand on Myn's neck.

	The little creature pulled away from her icy touch and glared at the offending limb. She traced the arm back to Myranda's face, then back at the hand. When she looked to her face again, there was understanding dawning in the young creature's eyes.

	"Yes, yes. I am very cold, I need fire," she begged again.

	Myn's chest puffed up as she made ready to blast a third column of flame directly at Myranda. She pulled quickly away.

	"No, no! Not me! There! The wood!" she said, gesturing desperately.

	Myn furrowed her brow as she looked doubtfully at the wood. When she looked to Myranda again, she saw the face reserved for when she has done something right, so she knew what to do. A blast of fiery breath directed at the wood did in a moment what would have taken ages for Myranda to do. She held her hands over the fire as Myn sat next to her in the warm glow.

	"Well, Myn. I suppose this makes us even. I have saved your life, and you've saved mine. Once I get a bit more feeling in these frost-nipped digits, I will give you the reward I know you are waiting for. I am going to give you the best scratching you've ever had," she assured her friend.

	After a few minutes a strong tingling came to her nearly frostbitten fingers. Though it was painful, she welcomed it, as it meant her hands had not been damaged by the cold. As soon as the painful sensation subsided enough, she gave Myn what she wanted. The dragon drank in the joy as her companion stroked lovingly at her head. In truth, through the thick scales, she could barely feel it, but she loved it just the same.

	Myranda continued to indulge her friend until her hand was exhausted. Even so, the dragon looked at her as though she was a criminal for stopping. Her offense was short-lived, as a sound and a scent drew her attentions to the woods. She was off in a flash. Myranda had managed to take most of the chill from her body by the time Myn came back with what had been a moderately sized wild turkey.

	"That is quite a catch! What are you going to do with all of that  . . . oh  . . . oh my . . ." she said, turning away from the gruesome answer to her question.

	The powerful jaws of the dragon, who just minutes before had been as gentle and loving as a kitten, now made short work of the prey, tearing great pieces of meat away and eating them in greedy gulps without chewing. A few more swallows and the bird, bones and all, had all but disappeared. It was this seldom-seen side of her friend that disturbed her. She often forgot that the dragon was a wild animal. When the snapping and crunching had ended, Myranda ventured a peek at the very satisfied creature. The dragon licked the stray drips of blood from her maw with a few deft swipes with her long tongue.

	"You've something to learn in the way of table manners," Myranda said.

	She looked at the odd scattering of leftovers from the primal meal. As disgusted as Myranda was at the spectacle of the creature eating, it had not been enough to make her forget that she hadn't eaten the day before. She smirked. In the past it was not at all uncommon for her to skip a day or two between meals. The opportunities to eat were often few and far between. Her time in this rather austere place of learning had managed to spoil her nonetheless, as she had become accustomed to the luxury of a daily meal.

	The smile faded from her face as she turned her eyes to the south. It had taken the hours from noon to nightfall to find this place, and that was on a good night's sleep and with fear speeding her stride. The return trip would take twice as long, even ignoring the thick blanket of fresh snow.

	The hungry girl's gaze turned to the leftovers beside Myn once more. Among the mangled feathers and other debris was a shred of meat. Myranda plucked it from the snow and, in a decision motivated more by hunger than good sense, deemed the sorry morsel edible. By the time she had stripped away the feathers and other less than appetizing parts from the meat, it was barely enough to fill her palm. She skewered it on a pine bough and held it over the fire. Myn watched her friend with her usual curiosity before disappearing into the woods once more.

	"Don't stray too far," she said more to herself than the dragon. "After this mouthful is savored we need to head back to Wolloff's."

	With a bit of time to spare while the meat heated, she let her mind wander. The spell she'd managed to cast had muddied her thoughts more than a night collapsed in freezing cold could repair. The lingering cobwebs led her mind in slow, meandering circles around a fleeting concern. Something about the battleground she'd passed through to reach this place. It didn't seem like Myn was involved in that first clash  . . . but someone must have been. Someone who could take four well equipped soldiers before  . . . before what? And why were there soldiers in Ravenwood to begin with?

	The smell of burning food brought her thoughts back to reality. It seemed she had daydreamed just long enough for her food to leap from one side of edibility to the other. The meager chunk of meat was now a charred piece of sinew dangling from the end of the stick. Left with little recourse she took the piece into her hand and surveyed it with a frown before trying her best to gnaw off a bite to choke down. It was like chewing on leather. The crunching footsteps of Myn's return made her decide that it was better to go without than to risk whatever damage she might do to her stomach by swallowing the shriveled wreck. As if to add insult to injury, Myn carried with her another fresh kill.

	"Another one?" Myranda said with a frown, spitting the taste from her mouth and tossing the glorified piece of charcoal aside. "Aren't you full yet?"

	The dragon marched up and dropped her prize in front of Myranda.

	"What are you doing? If you are going to eat it take it over there. I don't want to see that sight again," she requested.

	The dragon just nudged the meal a bit closer with her snout and plopped down, staring expectantly at Myranda.

	"Is  . . . Is this for me? You little angel!" she proclaimed, throwing her arms about the Myn's neck and hugging her warmly.

	The little dragon reveled in the attention, even after the hug had ended, as Myranda rained loving praise down on her while she prepared the meat. Just the sound of Myranda's voice brought joy to her heart. It was, after all, the first sound she had heard in life, and to hear it lifted by happiness and gratefulness was more than enough payment for services rendered.

	Getting the turkey ready to eat without the aid of a knife proved to be quite a task, one further complicated by arms and legs still clumsy from a night in the freezing cold. Soon enough, though, she was savoring the tantalizingly fresh meat. She pulled whatever parts seemed warm enough to eat away and eagerly devoured them while the rest of the bird cooked. Before long, she had taken the edge from her hunger and then some. She was shocked by how good it was. Even the meals she ate at Wolloff's were generally composed of meat that was far from its prime. This was a meal fresher than even a king could enjoy. A final bite convinced her that the age-old phrase was wrong. Eat like a king? Ha! Eat like a dragon! She threw the leftover meat to Myn, who snapped it up quickly.

	"Well, now. We have slept. We have eaten. Let us be on our way!" she said.

	Her legs were the things most affected by the long cold night and did not serve her quite as well as she would have liked. She nearly fell to the ground twice while kicking snow onto the fire to extinguish it. As a result, she had to stick to traveling where the snow was thinnest, taking wide circles around the now-towering drifts that the blizzard had dumped into her return path. Luckily, the snow was thick and heavy, with only the top few inches thin enough to sink into. Otherwise, even the shallow valleys between drifts would swallow her up to her waist. After a few minutes of walking, her legs finally seemed to remember how to handle the snow, and walking became less of a conscious affair. It only then that she noticed how Myn was acting.

	The usually jovial beast seemed more and more spiritless with each passing moment. Her tail, normally alive with twisting and curling, hung down behind her, dragging a faint line in the snow. Every few steps she would draw in a long, slow breath through her nose and look about longingly. Myranda grew concerned. Myn had never acted this way before. For all appearances, she seemed to miss someone. But who?

	"What is it, little one? Who do you miss? Was it the one the soldiers were fighting?" Myranda asked.

	The duo was passing through the site of the first battle. The snow was much deeper, with only the very tops of the grave markers visible. Myranda lifted a helmet from one of the improvised memorials and showed it to the dragon.

	"Did these men take it from you, the thing you miss so much?" she asked, showing Myn.

	The beast's eyes locked onto the armor piece, fury burning behind them. She clamped onto the helmet with her teeth and shook it viciously. Her teeth scraped at the intricate enamel and the pressure of her jaws dented and bent the thick metal plates. She continued to thrash it about while walking until she came to a seemingly random patch of snow. She dropped the helmet and pawed at the fresh white powder madly.

	"What are you doing?" Myranda asked, further confused by her companion's strange behavior.

	More than two feet of digging later, the snow took on a pink tint. She buried her snout in it and inhaled deeply. After a second sniff she raised her head again, sorrow behind her eyes. She offered a long, soulful call, halfway between a howl and a moan. It was the first sound that Myranda had heard the dragon make, aside from a few hisses and grumbles. This was different. There was a voice behind it, pouring out sorrow. This was not just a mindless creature. This was a thinking, feeling being.

	After a pause, with her head hung low, she locked her gaze on the helmet again. Puffing out her chest, she unleashed a burst of flame longer and hotter than Myranda had ever seen her muster. She then snatched the blackened and sizzling piece of armor out of the wet pit of melted snow and continued to gnaw and shake it, as though she was punishing it for her sorrow. Even when they began walking again, she continued her catharsis.

	The sky was rosy with sunset when the two found their way to the door of the tower. No doubt due to some mystic meddling, the building and the area around it seemed wholly unaffected by the night of snowfall. Myn was fairly exhausted from her wrestling with the helmet, but refused to release it from her mouth. When Myranda pushed the door wearily open, she was greeted by a slow, deliberate clapping from Wolloff.

	"Congratulations, lass. You risked your life, passed out, and nearly starved and froze, but you managed to bring back a meaningless animal safely," he said.

	Myranda came inside, stomping the snow from her boots.

	"And what is this?" he asked, shocked at what he saw.

	"What?" Myranda asked, looking down.

	Myn had followed her inside and positioned herself between Myranda and Wolloff. She dropped the helmet heavily to the floor and bared her teeth in a fearsome snarl.

	"I draw the line at letting the beast use the front door," he said angrily.

	"Well, tell her so," she said, in no mood to apologize.

	"I am not the one that trained her," he said.

	"Neither did I," came her reply. "She was only a few days old when I came to you and if I had been training her since then, I think you might have noticed."

	"Then how did you get her to bring that food back for you? Don't tell me you just asked," he said.

	"No, I didn't even ask her. She did it on her own . . . How did you know about that? Did you follow me?" she asked.

	"No. Distance-seeing. While you were off on your fool's errand, I looked up the appropriate spell so that I could keep an eye on you. You were only a day or so away, so it was child's play. You say that the dragon decided to bring you food of its own accord?" he said, eying the creature curiously.

	"She did," Myranda said.

	Wolloff rubbed his chin as he looked at the dragon, who looked as though she would tear him to pieces if he took a step closer. He reluctantly allowed Myn to stay inside, with the stipulation that she behave herself. Myranda assured him that she would so long as he did the same. When Myn was satisfied that Wolloff was of no real concern, she fetched the mangled helmet, brought it to Myranda's feet, and commenced the destruction.

	"You brought that from the battleground, as I recall," he said.

	"Yes," she said.

	"It--what's left of it, that is--looks like an Alliance helmet. A fancy one at that. I must remember to inform Caya. Troop action this far north is rare, and this deep in the forest is rarer still. I don't like it," he said.

	There was very little instruction that night, with Myranda retiring gratefully to her bed soon after he prepared a meal for her. Evidently Wolloff felt that her experiences in rescuing the beast were lesson enough.

	 


Chapter 15

	The weeks that followed passed much as those before had--with one notable exception. Myn, who was protective before, was now overprotective and always by Myranda's side. For the first two weeks, she didn't leave Myranda for even a moment, not even to hunt. She was worried for her health, but Wolloff dubiously assured her that after a big meal, a dragon could go months before eating again. In time, the dragon did leave, but only long enough to satisfy her hunger. At all other times, she was with Myranda, chewing and clawing at the helmet and watching Wolloff like a hawk.

	The first order of business in terms of instruction was the addition of a spell that could be of greater use to her than any she had learned to date. It was more difficult to cast and was not always appropriate, but given enough time to do its work, the spell could heal even the direst of wounds. Wolloff called it the healing sleep, a spell that put the recipient into a deep slumber and drew upon their own spiritual strength to continuously cure whatever damage or disease was ailing the body. Myranda had difficulty testing such a spell. She could not use it on herself, and Wolloff would certainly not allow her to test it on him. She did cast it on Myn once, with great success. Unfortunately, the creature, upon waking, made it quite clear she did not like being forced into sleep, likely remembering when Wolloff had done it when they first met.

	It was just past the end of the third month of training, the midpoint, before they were interrupted again. Spring should have come, but this far north, and in the Low Lands in particular, the only indication of this was a sprinkle of rain mixing with the snow occasionally. Such a storm was passing through toward the end of the daily training session in the tower when a commotion could be heard in the main room down stairs. The sound alone was enough to put Myn on guard.

	"Wait here. I will see what has happened," Wolloff instructed.

	The wizard clutched the amulet and cautiously descended the stairs. Myranda waited anxiously at the top of the flight, Myn standing rigidly in front of her, still clutching the chewed-up helm in her teeth. After an eternity of silence, Wolloff's voice rang out from below. It was filled with desperation and concern.

	"Come quickly!" he yelled.

	She rushed down the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she was met with a terrible sight. It was Caya. The once proud warrior was at death's door. Blood was dried over a dozen wounds, and still ran from a half-dozen more. She looked as though she had ridden the whole night through without rest, soaked to the skin from the freezing rain and muttering, as though she had something important to say, but no words would come.

	Myn looked over the battered woman. Normally she would view any human as a threat to her precious friend, but somehow she seemed to know that this was different. This was serious.

	"I will tend to the more serious wounds. You put her into the healing sleep," Wolloff ordered.

	Caya put her hand on the wizard's shoulder.

	"No sleep!" she commanded. "No time."

	The two healers did their best to close the wounds and undo the damage that had been done. As her strength began to return, Caya spoke.

	"They came, they came from the south. Elites. We didn't have time! We were unprepared! How could we be prepared? The Elites are after the Red Shadow, not the Undermine! They haven't been in the Low Lands for over a year! It must be a second squad. It must be! And they are coming. They are coming for you, Myranda," Caya said, almost in a daze.

	Myranda let the words enter her ears, but paid them no mind. There was a job to do. Everything else had to wait. She focused her mind around the crystal and chose the appropriate spells, casting them with equal care. The dutiful healer kept at it, making sure that every last wound was closed before she let the things that had been said enter her mind.

	"What is going on? Who are the Elite?" she asked.

	Caya rubbed her restored legs.

	"The Elites. They are the very best of the old guard. A soldier who survives a dozen battles is a veteran. Two dozen is a legend. When a man passes into the realm of myth, he is made a member of the Elite. To form a second squad to find you, you must be worth more to them than even I had thought," Caya explained.

	Myranda's head was spinning. Some of it was due to the effort of casting the spells. Mostly it was the harsh reality that was crashing down around her. She had only vaguely heard of the Elites, but she shuddered to think of the man they sought. The Red Shadow. The assassin. How could she have done something to become as highly sought as he without knowing it? The man had killed colonels, barons, ambassadors! All she had done was find a sword!

	"They dismantled the headquarters. Barely escaped with my life. Lost three good men. They will be here in hours. We need to evacuate," Caya said.

	"Evacuate! We cannot evacuate! What of my books!?" Wolloff said.

	"Leave them!" she demanded.

	"I will not!" she said.

	"You must choose between your books and your life," she said.

	"My books are my life!" he proclaimed, no hint of humor in his voice.

	"I cannot afford to lose you, Wolloff. Move now! Time is wasting!" she commanded.

	"The books are irreplaceable. They are one of a kind. If I lose them now, the knowledge within them will be lost forever. You say that you cannot afford to lose me, but it is my knowledge of these books that you need. I will not leave them!" Wolloff said.

	The two strong-willed individuals launched into a simultaneous debate, both unwilling to wait for the other to finish talking. Myn became agitated, baring her teeth and scratching at the floor, ready to take action if the argument became anything more. The sound of the helmet dropping to the floor drew Caya's attention.

	"Where did this beast come from?" Caya demanded.

	"She belongs to Myranda. Keep your hands away from her mouth," Wolloff said.

	"And the helmet? Where did she find it?" she asked.

	"Some time ago, there were some soldiers to the north of here. The beast had a run-in. What does it matter?" he said.

	"That is certainly an Elite helmet! They came so near to you and I was not alerted!" she cried out.

	Immediately the two started yelling again. As the endless arguing raged, Myranda's mind was working quickly. There had to be some sort of solution. Slowly an idea revealed itself. It was not a perfect one, but time allowed for little else.

	"Wait!" Myranda yelled.

	The two turned to her.

	"If we ran. All of us. Right now. What would we do?" Myranda asked.

	"There is a safe house to the northeast. We would head for that. Then I would contact some of our field agents to gather enough intelligence to make a decision where to go next," Caya said.

	"And how would we get there?" Myranda asked.

	"With a lot of legwork and all of the luck in the world, we just might make it there with our lives," she said.

	"Then we stand to gain little by running, at least together," Myranda said.

	"What are you suggesting?" Wolloff said.

	"They want me, right? In fact, you just might have been left alive simply to lead them to me," Myranda said.

	"I had considered that," Caya said.

	"Then if they find me, they will look no further," she said.

	"No!" Caya said. "We need you. I won't let you turn yourself in to save us. If you do that, you seal our fate more surely than their swords ever could."

	"I am not suggesting that I give myself to them. I just want them to find me. We have one horse. Yours. These men are in full armor and are likely well-equipped, am I correct?" she offered.

	"Very well-equipped. It might be weeks before they need to resupply," Caya said.

	"Then they are weighed down. If I go with no supplies and no armor, then I can certainly outrun them. All I need to do is let them see me, and then lead them away," she said.

	"But where will you go? The safe house? Myranda, the Undermine is in chaos after this attack. If you hope to find any sanctuary, I must be with you, or you will never be trusted," Caya said.

	"No safe house. If I take refuge with your people, then this will only happen again. Maybe in weeks, maybe months, but it will happen. I refuse to have my life be a burden upon you. Do you have a map?" she asked.

	"Of course," Wolloff said, revealing one and spreading it on the table, knocking the contents to the floor.

	"We are here, correct?" Myranda asked.

	The two others nodded in unison.

	"Then it can't be more than two days at full gallop to the eastern forest, Locke's Forest," she said.

	"No horse, not even mine, could spend two hours, let alone two days at full gallop. The poor thing is dead on her feet as it is," the Undermine leader warned.

	"I've learned a few spells that should keep her moving," Myranda said.

	"Mmm. Full gallop  . . . day and night  . . . with no equipment  . . . Perhaps you could make it in two days," Caya conceded.

	"Do the soldiers patrol Locke's Forest well?" Myranda asked.

	"They patrol it constantly," she answered.

	"But do they patrol it well?" Myranda asked again.

	"That forest is a quarter the size and has at least as many trees as this one. I would wager to say there aren't enough soldiers in the world to patrol something that dense well," she said.

	"Then that is where I will go," she said. "I have Myn. She can hunt and start fires. I need no supplies to live. The forest is dense. If I stay alert, I know I can stay away from them."

	"Are you certain you want to do this? These are Elites. They will not give up. They will find you," Caya warned.

	"There can be no other way," she said.

	"Very well, then. I will tend to the horse. Wolloff, give her anything she needs," Caya ordered.

	"I have precious little for myself, you know," Wolloff said.

	"Now is not the time for selfishness, Wolloff. You will be reimbursed when the Undermine gets back on its feet," she said.

	"The Undermine has never been on its feet," he said. He turned his head and looked unhappily at Myranda. "Come, time is wasting."

	He led Myranda through the door that had not opened since she had arrived. Unlike the other rooms, this one was meticulously clean. One side was much like a closet, hung with white robes like the one he wore. The other had numerous exquisite amulets and scepters. He carefully pulled a robe from the many and smoothed the wrinkles. He then selected a small, delicate locket. Finally he uncovered a small, sturdy chest that bore a lock, but no means to open it. He whispered a word or two and the works of the lock clicked open. Inside of the chest was a handful of gems far clearer and much larger than any to be found upstairs. A few more words and the locket unfolded like a flower blooming. He placed the gem inside. It clicked shut of its own accord.

	"Put this on," he said, holding out the robe.

	She slid her arms through and pulled it shut. He then draped the locket about her neck.

	"There. I bestow upon you the white robe of the healer. You know all that you need to undo the work of all but the most monstrous of plights. This locket will aid your focus. You hold the distinction of being the only student I have ever had to reach this level in less than five months--you've done it in three. Congratulations, you've set the bar quite high," he said.

	Caya returned, slamming the door.

	"Wolloff, you are low on oats, barely enough for Wind Runner. Myranda, to the map. You need to plot out a course of action. This will be no normal chase. You need alternatives for every step of the way," she decreed.

	Myranda joined her by the table. They proceeded to trace out the course. It would be more or less a straight ride from forest to forest. There was a scattering of towns that would have to be avoided. Caya spoke in an endless string of orders and dictation. She was clearly a strong leader and knew just how to get things done. It was difficult to believe that minutes ago she was near death. Her devotion was admirable.

	"What of the beast?" Caya said.

	"Pardon?" Myranda replied.

	"The dragon. We've yet to enter her into the equations. The success of your escape depends upon a minimally encumbered mount. The creature could add enough weight to give the Elites a chance to close the gap when my horse begins to tire," Caya said.

	"I have seen the beast run. She will keep up on her own," Wolloff said.

	"Fine. But I want to make this absolutely clear. If she falls behind you will leave her. Sentiment is death on the battlefield," she said.

	Myranda assured her that she would, but in her heart she knew she couldn't. She prayed that she would not have to make that decision.

	#

	Within the hour the freshly anointed healer was astride the horse and headed toward the Elite, Caya's voice still in her ears. She was to turn east with all of the speed that the steed could muster at the very instant she noticed even a hint of the plume atop the helmet of an Elite. Until then there was nothing to fill her time but a tense wait, and a few simple spells to restore her horse for the run. When she'd whispered the final spell, admiring the relative ease that new amulet provided, she turned to her companion. Myn sat on the ground beside her, still bearing the helmet in her teeth.

	"Are you going to carry that with you for the entire trip? We will have to move very quickly. I hope you can keep up," she said, eager to break the silence.

	As an answer, Myn's head shot up. She smelled the air and stood, dancing about anxiously. Myranda saw nothing, and heard only the tapping of icy rain on the needles of the trees. She climbed down from the horse and put her ear to the cold ground. Faintly, almost silently, she could hear--or, more accurately, feel--the steady beat of dozens of hooves. Myn scampered up a tree and trained her eyes on the south. Her keen sight must have caught something between the trees. Something she hated. The dragon leapt to the ground and streaked southward.

	"Myn, no!" Myranda called out.

	Her faithful friend skidded to a stop, and looked to her pleadingly, her eyes fairly begging to be allowed to do what her heart demanded of her, to get revenge on those that had taken something dear from her. Myranda looked her in the eyes.

	"Myn, we cannot. Not now. Follow," she said.

	Reluctantly the dragon returned to her side, clamping her jaws onto the helmet as a replacement target. Myranda watched the trees in the distance. Soon the sound of hooves was booming in her ears. She wanted to run, but she had to be sure that they followed her, and did not continue on to Wolloff's tower. A minute more. A second more. A heartbeat more. Now!

	One horse and rider came into view. It was a woman, it seemed, though her height and grace, even in the split-second that Myranda had seen her, betrayed her to be an elf. Myranda spurred her horse to the east. Myn ran beside her. She could match the speed of the horse with little effort, though carrying the helmet and glancing back at her pursuers regularly gave the dragon some difficulty.

	The wind tore by them with twice the bite it would have had if they were standing still, and the rain and snow saturated them in minutes, but those were the least of her worries. Myranda turned every few moments, remembering more of the words of Caya.

	If you have a chance to escape, you may not know immediately. Those men are riding war horses, bred for strength. Wind Runner is a messenger horse, bred for endurance. It will seem that they are keeping pace with you, and they may well be, but the sprint will wear down their horses quickly. The gap between you should start to widen quickly and suddenly. If it doesn't, then you are done for.

	Every few strides, Myranda judged the distance. Her heart pounded harder with each glance that didn't show any headway. Finally, just when her own steed seemed at the brink of collapse, the followers seemed to stop entirely. Their horses broke stride and faltered. Even with Wind Runner slowing considerably, the Elites were out of sight within minutes.

	Some relief came to Myranda, but not much. She knew that now the soldiers had seen her. They had followed her trail this far on descriptions alone. If she did not take every advantage she had at her disposal to keep her distance, they would be upon her. And so she continued to spur on her horse. The animal was exhausted and had not had a proper rest in days, but it had to continue, or they would both be caught.

	When Wind Runner had run for the better part of three hours, it became clear that, despite her spells, the creature needed to rest. There was no sense destroying the beast now, or she would be stranded, and Myranda was little more than a novice in the ways of magic. Her own strength would need to be conserved as well. The Elites must have fallen an hour or more behind by now; perhaps she could risk some rest. A small stream, surrounded by the very most persistent of weeds, presented itself as the logical place for the group to catch their breath. The horse and dragon gulped at the water. She stood, stretching her legs and trying to keep the rain and ice from her eyes. Myn managed to snatch up a rabbit that foolishly wandered near while Wind Runner ate the weeds most greedily. Myranda had no food of her own, but the constant fear had left her without an appetite. She could not take her eyes off of the western horizon.

	Myn had just begun to gnaw upon her precious toy again when Myranda's eyes locked onto something that she could not identify. The sun had long ago set, making it difficult to make out anything more than shapes. In the distance, far off, there was what looked to be a faint, twinkling star  . . . but it was on the ground. For a moment she stood in awe of the bizarre sight. She knew, though, that regardless of what it was that was growing nearer to her with each passing instant, with her luck it could not be anything but bad news. She looked to the horse, still weak from the run. Her eyes turned back to the odd sight. It was white with a dash of blue, a single point of light with a barely visible trail behind it. She was reminded of the crystal that Wolloff used. The same light would glimmer briefly in it when he would cast a spell.

	"We have to leave now," she said.

	She climbed to the back of the steed, with Myn wearily gathering up the helmet in her teeth. She gave the beast a kick, but the mare would not budge. It could not go on. The breaking point had been reached. Myranda turned an anxious eye to the west again. The light was closer, there was no question, but what was it? For once, fate conspired in her favor. A single, powerful bolt of lightning jumped silently from cloud to cloud, brilliantly illuminating the field for an instant. In the heartbeat that the truth was visible, the answer was burned into her eyes. The elf, the leader of the Elites, was riding toward her, a bare crystal held over her head, summoning an unnatural speed that pushed her horse forward at easily twice the rate that Myranda's own could ever hope to muster.

	Myranda froze in terror at the sight. There was nothing she could do. Their leader would be upon her in no time. A monumental crack of thunder shook her from her stupor and frightened the horse into motion. Myn quickly bolted. Somehow despite the long run, the young dragon was still able to match the speed she'd managed before. Myranda clutched her pendant.

	There was no choice now. The time for magic had come. Enhancements such as the one the Elites must be using were not included in her education, but spells of healing and recovery could bring a strength and energy to her mount greater than many days rest could provide.

	She locked her mind into the purest state of calm that circumstances would permit and began to speak her spells. One to eliminate the weariness, another to ease the pain. After a handful more, Wind Runner was running as fast as she ever had, but Myranda was much the worse for wear. She nearly lacked the will to remain on the steed's back. Slowly, she turned to see how close the enemy had become. Not more than a hundred paces separated them now, and the gap was closing with each stride. Myranda closed her eyes and prayed. There was nothing more she could do. It was in the hands of fate now. Or perhaps not.

	Myn turned to face the elf. Her teeth still clenched about the helm, she sprayed forth a stream of flame from her nostrils. The enemy horse panicked, and at the unnatural speed, could not maintain control. The pursuing horse and rider tumbled to the ground. Myn dropped the chewed helm and locked her eyes on the new prize. With one powerful bite, she clamped onto the elf's helmet and tore it from her head. The horse, mad with fear, galloped wildly away. Myranda called and the dragon hurried to catch up, a fresh trophy in her teeth and a dazed and angry soldier in her wake. The elf looked after the escaping pair, but was helpless to follow. Safety, at least for the moment, was theirs.

	The night passed with Myranda slowly regaining enough strength to recast her spells. In time, even Myn could not keep up with the mystically-aided horse. She leapt onto Wind Runner's back, but it did not slow the beast as Caya had feared. To the contrary, the clutch of the dragon's claws urged the horse forward faster than any spur could.

	By first light, the forest that should have been more than a day away was in sight. Such was the ability of a tireless steed. Of course, the toll that was spared the mount was taken on the rider. Myranda was barely awake, each stride threatening to knock her from the beast's back. As she fought for each moment of consciousness, she also wrestled with what she had seen. That soldier, the elf woman. Sometime, somewhere, she had seen her before. The image of her face burned in Myranda's mind. Something from long ago.

	The dappled shadows cast from the branches passing overhead prompted Myranda to wrestle her eyes open again. They had arrived. Wind shook the clinging remnants of the night's rain from the trees. The horse, sensing that this was indeed their destination, had slowed to a trot, then to a walk. Myranda stopped the steed entirely. She didn't so much dismount the creature as fall from it.

	From the looks of things, they had made it quite far into the woods before she had become aware of it. The weary girl pulled herself to her feet. She had to move away from the trail that they had made thus far, and, alas, abandon the horse. As long as it seemed that she had remained on the steed, the pursuers would follow the hoofprints. All that needed to be done was to move a fair distance without leaving tracks.

	This was no simple task, though. The rain had muddied the ground. Tracks would be easy to find. She led the horse to a stream, the bed of which was composed of smooth stones. As it took a well-deserved drink, she stepped ankle-deep into the icy water. Myn looked with curiosity. It took a bit of coaxing for the dragon to join in the unpleasant but unfortunately necessary activity. After more than enough time to thoroughly numb her feet to the knees once again, she left the stream in an area too covered with pine needles to permit tracks to be left behind. A thick, full tree served as shelter as she collapsed on the driest patch of ground she could find. Myn fell on top of her and almost instantly dropped into a sleep of utter exhaustion.


Chapter 16

	Slowly, hazily, a dream came. It was like the stark, bleak field that had haunted Myranda in nights gone by, but somehow different. She was lost, on her feet and wandering. Somewhere nearby, a faint, almost imperceptible light loomed. Stumbling and shuffling, she moved closer to this weak and quickly fading glow. A deep sense of desperation grew in her heart as the light slipped away from her. In this colorless field it seemed to be the last bastion of light against the overpowering dark. She had to find it, she had to touch it and know light once more before it was gone forever. It was near. So near.

	#

	When her eyes opened, the memory of the dream was gone, but the feelings she had felt lingered. There was something within reach that she had to find before it slipped away. She turned her eyes to some indistinct spot in the distance. Something was calling to her. Myn was still asleep, as hers was a more physical exhaustion. The girl sat and waited. Once again, a days-old hunger was burning at her, but she could not bring herself to wake her friend. The cold, wet day of rest had seized her muscles and joints with a terrible stiffness. She stood and tried to stretch it away.

	It was night again and the woods were silent. The ever-present cloud cover and impenetrable canopy made it difficult to see more than a few paces in front of her, but she managed to spot something that made her smile. There was a cluster of arrowroot. It was very rare in this area. She pulled out her knife, one of the few things she'd had the presence of mind to bring with her, and dug them up. They wouldn't be enough to fill her, but at least they would take the edge off of her hunger.

	As she chewed the roots, she remembered when she was a little girl and she would hunt for them any chance she could. It was a more peaceful time, and having a little slice of it at a time like this made it all the more disturbing to her that things had changed so much. In those days, the only things she had to worry about were her assignments and when her father would get home. Now she was freezing cold with no hope for shelter, digging for roots for sustenance instead of for fun, and constantly looking over her shoulder for a team of soldiers with specific orders to find her.

	Myranda shook the thoughts from her head and dug the knife into the earth to pull out another root. When she did, she noticed something that the scarce light had hidden from her before. There was an impression in the ground--almost undetectable, but undeniable. It was a footprint. The rain had nearly washed it away, so it must have been left before the sleet and rain had started. From the shape, it could only be a boot print. Nearby there were a few more accompanied by hoofprints as well. They could have been left by anyone. Perhaps hunters or woodsmen who had moved through the area a few days earlier. Deep inside, though, Myranda knew that there was something sinister behind these prints.

	While she pondered the worst, Myn stirred, padding over to Myranda and flopping down again, offering her head for the usual stroking while she gnawed at her new toy. This helm was different from the one she had left behind. It was more carefully detailed with gold, with a nose guard in the shape of a dragon's head. The dragon had focused her attentions on this piece in particular and managed to snap it off in short order. Before long Myn's hunger got the better of her and she trotted off to seek out a meal. Myranda called after her.

	"Don't forget your old friend! I'm hungry, too!" she called, immediately scolding herself for making so much noise.

	Before worry could rush back into her mind, Myranda busied herself with the preparation of the fire. She gathered the driest tinder and kindling she could manage, as well as a few thicker branches to feed the fire later. After clearing a place and laying out the wood properly, Myn had not yet returned. With nothing else to do, she picked up the dragon-head piece that had been left behind. Most of the details were intact. It had a gold-bronze color and, like the rest of the helm, was exquisite. There were even eyes carved of amber mounted in the head that were uncannily alike in hue to Myn's own eyes. The piece of armor must have cost a small fortune. One of the dragon's teeth had managed to punch a hole just below where the piece had broken from the rest of the helmet. Myranda pulled a thick thread from her uncle's old cloak, now rolled up as a keepsake in one of the new white robe's pockets, and pulled it through the hole. Instantly, she had a new pendant.

	Myn marched proudly back a few minutes later. The dragon must have heeded Myranda's words, because with her she brought two freshly killed rabbits. The dragon lit the fire quickly before gulping her meal down. Myranda cooked her own meal as quickly as possible, and extinguished her fire before eating. The wet wood created copious amounts of smoke and she feared that she would be found if she let the telltale flames burn for too long. As she ate, Myranda felt the vague feeling of uneasiness return. She glanced to the south, then to the footprints. She couldn't explain it, but the tiny yearning, like an itch she could not scratch, soon consumed her. It pushed all other thoughts aside. Before long, she found herself manufacturing rationales for moving southward.

	"We really ought to keep moving," she said aloud to Myn. "If we remain here, they are likely to find us soon. After all, we slept here. Days could have passed for all we know. The Elites could be just out of sight. South is as good a direction as any. What do you say?"

	Myn's interest rested solely on the leftovers of Myranda's meal. Once she had snapped them up, she could care less what she did, so long as she did it with Myranda. As the creature happily munched, Myranda presented her with the pendant. Myn had earned it, after all. The string was tied about her neck tightly enough that it would not fall or become tangled. She seemed pleased, shaking her neck a bit to feel the weight of it before snatching up the rest of the helm and making it clear she was eager for whatever was next.

	With that they were off. The routine of the next few days was a strenuous one. Sleep would come during the comparatively warm daylight hours. Upon waking, Myn would fetch food for Myranda and herself if she so desired. Then the remains of the fire would be eliminated or hidden and they would move at a brisk pace southward. The sheer density of the forest assured that, even if the Elites were to search nonstop, they would not stumble upon any evidence of Myranda or her dragon for days. Although once they found what they were searching for, they would easily be able to follow her, Myranda convinced herself that so long as she was careful and continued her southward trek, she could remain out of their reach.

	One curse and blessing of their chosen direction was the fact that the wind was always at their backs. This was helpful in that it did not burn at their faces or make walking more difficult. Myn, however, was near madness from the scent of the Elites that was carried by the constant breeze. The little dragon's uneasiness became a gauge of how near the soldiers were. When her restlessness turned to defensiveness, it was time to quicken the pace. In this way, the soldiers were always kept at least out of sight. Though they were a constant threat, Myranda soon found that she had a more pressing concern.

	The footprints that she had found before had only become more numerous, and slightly fresher. Whatever group had been here before, it had followed the same path. Had she been in her right mind, she might have changed direction to avoid trouble. Such a choice would not be made. The intuition that had led her this far had only become more insistent. Whatever was out there, she had to find it or be driven mad by doubt.

	As if the uneasiness wasn't enough to addle her mind, the nights on the cold and often wet ground were affecting her health. The stiffness that came to her muscles during rest lingered longer each day, and her breathing was reduced to wheezing at times. She knew what it meant. At least once a year she began to feel this way. It generally signaled the beginning of a long illness.

	Myranda smirked. Not this time. She knew the words that could cure her, but she had been warned not to cure an illness before it had become a burden. If a body was cured of disease too quickly, too often, it would weaken, and eventually cease to fight disease on its own, Wolloff had warned. Indeed, many a wizard, kept alive well past the time that nature had intended, had died for precisely this reason, he claimed. Myranda decided that once the wracking cough that invariably came appeared, she would cure it. That should give her natural defenses the practice they needed.

	Perhaps five days of constant travel had passed. She had not traveled due south, or the Elites would have surely found her. Instead, she zigzagged along rocky ground and thatch, anything that could obscure her tracks. She was walking the bank of another pebble-bottomed stream when she noticed something in the distance. Myn noticed it as well, and rushed to chase after it. When the creature was flushed out into the open, Myranda caught a clear glimpse of it before it galloped away. It was a horse. A horse just like the one the Elites who pursued her were riding. The image had burned itself into her mind--there could be no doubt.

	But how? How could one of their steeds have gotten past her without either of them noticing? And why did it have no rider? Perhaps it was the horse that had run away from the leader of the Elites when Myn had scared it during the rush to the Locke's Woods.

	Her mind turned to the footprints and hoofprints. If there was an Elite horse here, then perhaps the Elites had been in this place, days before, leaving behind those traces. But how? They had to be behind her! Myn proved that! Unless they had split up, but then they could have confronted her days ago! None of this made sense! Myn trotted back, pleased that she had frightened away the assumed threat.

	"Myn," Myranda whispered, "this is very important. How near are they? The bad ones."

	Myn did not understand. Myranda took a series of sniffs to illustrate what she meant. The dragon imitated, but seemed no more disturbed by the scent than usual.

	"Again! You need to be sure!" Myranda demanded as a change in the wind brought a blast from the south.

	Myn caught a whiff of this new wind. Instantly, her eyes shot open. She turned to the south and took off like a bolt, sprinting across the ground like a creature possessed.

	"Myn! No! Not now!" Myranda called out uselessly. She hurried after her friend, following the deep claw marks left by her sprint. This could not have happened at a worse time.

	Minutes of running as fast as her legs could carry her had aggravated her ailing lungs severely. She stopped briefly to catch her breath, leaning against a tree. When she took her hand away, she felt something sticky. She looked to the culprit and found her hand reddened with blood. Fresh blood. She rushed on, determined to not to stop until she found her dragon and the thing that had stirred her so. There was danger afoot.

	Myranda stumbled into a clearing. She could barely breathe. Her eyes scanned the surroundings. It was a gruesome sight. Soldiers, Elites, a dozen or more, were scattered about the ground. They had been slaughtered, armor pierced and torn. It was as though a wild animal had been let loose upon them. The sight brought painful memories of the battleground she had stumbled through when Myn had run last time, though now the injuries seemed somehow more savage. These were not the clean slices of a sword, but the horrid punctures and tears of a spear or a lance.

	The bodies, like the blood she had stumbled upon earlier, were fresh. They had likely been killed just as the sun was setting earlier that day. At the opposite edge of the clearing was Myn. She was nosing a figure that was hunched against a tree. It was difficult to tell just what it was that she was looking at when she finally approached it, so covered was it in all manner of injuries. Perhaps it was some sort of monster. It had arms and legs like a man, and some shreds of clothing, but the numerous tears showed a horrid red fur. Myn was blocking the head, but from what Myranda could see, this creature was as dead as the soldiers that littered the area.

	"Myn, get away from there! We need to leave this place--now!" Myranda ordered.

	Myn looked up pleadingly. Slowly, the fallen creature weakly raised a hand and placed it on the neck of the dragon. It was alive! Myranda dropped to her knees and more closely inspected the stricken creature. As she did so, it managed to raise its head.

	"L-Leo?" Myranda cried out, as the battered face of the malthrope she had met so many months ago stared vaguely back.

	"Leo, what happened? Did the soldiers do this to you?"

	The near-dead malthrope tried to focus on the hazy form in front of him. His free hand grasped painfully at a cruel-looking rusty spike, nearly as long as his arm and clearly the weapon that had taken the lives of the other soldiers.

	"You? Myranda . . ." he said, before drifting into a weak, delirious laugh that ended in a series of coughs. "Irony . . ."

	His head dropped back into unconsciousness. Myranda clutched her gem and surveyed his wounds. Many deep slashes striped his arms and chest. The fresh injuries were joined by recent scars, as well as every stage of healing in between. He must have been under constant attack for weeks, or longer. Aside from the lacerations, his legs appeared to have been broken and poorly healed. One eye was swollen shut, a crust of dried blood showing between the lids. An ear had been slit all the way through. In truth, there was not a part of his body that did not suffer from some malady or another. Even the long hair that he'd displayed when she first met him had been rendered a scraggly mess, as though it had been cut away with a dull blade. This, coupled with the scrawny, malnourished appearance of his muscles and the patches of blackened, almost charred fur, told the undeniable tale of torture.

	Myranda set her mind carefully to the task of healing the most grievous of injuries first. After forcing him into a deep healing sleep, she spoke the words to close the wounds that still leaked blood. When they had been tended to, she relieved the smaller cuts and swelling. Each spell robbed her of more of her own strength, but the months of training had brought her enough stamina to perform the task at hand. By the time she had cast the last spell she could manage, Leo was far from healthy, but he was most assuredly out of danger. She leaned dizzily to the tree he was slumped against and slid to the ground. Myn, who had watched the whole spectacle with nothing short of angst-ridden worry, curled up between the girl and her patient.

	"I may not be able to stay awake, Myn. I need you to be vigilant," Myranda said.

	The dragon did not fully understand, but she scarcely needed to be told to protect her companion, perpetually in a defensive position whenever the slightest threat emerged. For Myranda, the world faded in and out for some time while her mind recovered. It was a strange near-sleep that she found to be quite unsettling. She was utterly helpless, not enough of her mind left to form a cogent thought. No less than three hours of such a state passed before she was shaken from her trance by the movement of Leo. He was painfully struggling to his feet. Myn, joyful to see him rise, managed to knock him back to the ground in her enthusiasm.

	"Easy, little one," he said, as the elated beast rubbed her head on the weakened warrior.

	"Sit, Leo. You shouldn't be awake. Not yet," she said, trying to shake the cobwebs from her head.

	"I shouldn't be alive. Those wounds were dire. I should know. I have delivered more than a few myself," he said.

	"I healed you," she said.

	"Healed me? I don't seem to remember you speaking of such a talent when last we met," he said.

	"There was no such talent to speak of at the time," she replied.

	"And the remarkably affectionate dragon?" he asked.

	"That's Myn. I found her a few months ago. As for the affectionate part, you are the first person she has ever been anything short of hostile toward," Myranda said, as Myn rapidly scampered from her lap to his and back again before running off toward where she had dropped her chewed-up helm to retrieve it.

	"Well, I have a way with animals," he said, slowly scanning the battleground.

	"Is something wrong?" she asked.

	"My mind is not what it should be. I count twelve bodies. Am I correct?" he asked.

	"I am not thinking very clearly either, but I believe so," she said.

	He released a sigh and slumped against the tree.

	"Finally  . . . that is all of them. After all of this time, I don't have to look over my shoulder anymore," he said. He tried to raise his hand to his forehead, but winced in pain and let it fall again.

	"You must have a broken bone that I missed," Myranda said, reaching for her crystal. A surge of dizziness assured her that it would be foolish to attempt to speak a spell right now.

	"You seem unwell. Can I help?" he offered, noticing her wavering posture.

	"Don't mind me. You are the one who needs help. Can you move your fingers?" she asked.

	"Somewhat," he answered. "And it only hurts when I move it. It is not broken; I have broken it often enough to know the difference."

	"You should have a sling for it until I can heal it for you," she said.

	Myranda pulled the worn old cloak from inside the new one. Carefully she tore a strip from it.

	"Isn't that your uncle's cloak?" he asked.

	"It was," she said.

	"I thought it meant a lot to you," he said.

	"It did, and does, but it is the only material I have that would make for a decent sling. He would have wanted it to be useful. I can't think of a better use," she said, tying a few knots to fashion a sling.

	Myranda fitted the sling over the injured arm.

	"There," she said.

	"It is a fine sling," he said.

	Myn returned with the helmet and curled up between them. Leo spied her toy. He scanned the remains of the battle once more.

	"That helm. It didn't come from one of these soldiers," he remarked, his voice tense.

	"No, no it came from a--" Myranda began.

	"An elf woman," he finished.

	"Yes, how did you---" she asked.

	"She is the leader of the Elites. She was not with the squad that followed me here. Where did you get this?" he demanded.

	"We had a run-in with her on the way here," she said, his desperation beginning to affect her.

	"Then she is following you! But I  . . . Never mind, no time. How long ago did you get here?" he asked, his tone now that of a professional.

	"Perhaps a week. They couldn't have made it here until at least a half-day after I did," she said.

	He drew in a deep breath.

	"They are close, and getting closer. South, now!" he said.

	Myn was on her feet and in motion as soon as he mentioned a direction. Myranda helped him to his feet and the trio moved on as quickly as their various impairments would allow. Leo snatched up the metal spike. It was stained with a dozen different shades of blood. Carrying it was a labor for his still-weary body, but he refused to put it down.

	"What is going on?" she asked.

	"They must think that you are a bit more dangerous than you really are. They are treating you like they treated me. Otherwise they would have found you and killed you hours after they arrived. Instead, they must think you are leading them into an ambush. Once they see the two of us in this condition and the bodies that I left behind, they will put a quick and very unpleasant end to our freedom, and likely our lives," he said.

	"How can you be so sure?" she asked. "Why are they after you?"

	"Suffice to say a few weeks after I met you this group took time out of their busy schedule of hunting down an assassin to hunt down me!" he said. "I couldn't avoid them for long and very shortly I was subjected to their hospitality in abundance. You learn much about the way people work when you are subjected to their techniques nonstop for a number of months."

	"What are we going to do?" Myranda asked.

	For a while, Leo was silent. His face was plastered with a look of deep contemplation as he walked. Finally, he spoke.

	"There is a place in this forest, not far from here, that can offer safety for as long as it is required. I came here seeking it. The entrance can be reached by sunrise, even at this pace. Unfortunately the Elites will reach us far before first light. It will be a miracle if they do not reach the battleground before five minutes have passed. We cannot fight them. That would be suicide.

	"You have to reach the sanctuary. The entrance is a cave with a stream running from it. Go inside and follow the stream. You won't need light. Just follow the water to its source, no matter how long it takes. When you can feel it bubbling from the rocks, I want you to climb the wall directly above it and find the smallest opening. Crawl inside and follow it to its end. From there, feel the walls at every branch and take the path that is smoothest. When the walls are smooth as glass, the path should be clear," he said purposefully, without stopping.

	"But how are we going to make it there?" she asked.

	"You are going to ride a horse that I am going to liberate from its rider," he said.

	"What about you?" she asked.

	"I will hold them off long enough for you to get out of sight," he said.

	"But you said it was suicide to fight them!" she said.

	"It is. I don't care. I am determined to get you out of this alive. You saved my life. No one else in this forsaken world would have given me a second thought. A person like you deserves to make it through this. If they get you, they will lock you away until they know what they need to know, and then they will kill you. It is the fate that someone like me has been headed for since birth, but you don't deserve it. You are so unique, so pure. You must go on! Honestly, you should have left me to die. You are better off without me. But you saved my life, and now at least I can have a chance to do the same. Perhaps it will earn me a high place in the afterlife," he said.

	"No--I didn't save your life to have you throw it away. We are all making it out of this somehow. The three of us," she demanded.

	#

	Not far away, the soldiers drew nearer. There were sixteen of them, riding on fifteen horses. A fire burned inside them as they came upon the bodies of their fallen brethren. There were tracks leading into the woods. A trio of them, one human and two beasts. At full gallop, the Elites followed them into the thick, dark woods. With a few brief words, seven of the soldiers dropped back, holding their position while the remaining eight horses continued. Another command from the lips of the leader brought the second group to a halt. There was no one in sight, but the tracks had ended. Trigorah spoke.

	"Myranda Celeste," she commanded. Hers was a clear and confident voice that carried every ounce of authority that her rank did. She bore a steely, impenetrable look of duty on her face.

	After receiving no answer, the warrior drew her sword in one slow, deliberate motion. The blade sang against the sheath, gradually revealing five radiant blue points along its length, the tips of crystals like the one she had wielded during the pursuit. She then dropped from the back of the horse, signaling that the soldier who had been sharing a horse to take her place. The elf brandished the short sword in one hand and drew a mystic gem from a pouch at her belt. A few more words from her lips and the gem obeyed her just as the soldiers had. She tossed the crystal into the dwindling piles of snow just past the trees where the tracks had ended.

	"If you value your life, you will reveal yourself before that crystal's spell is cast," she warned.

	The light from the gem grew, illuminating the snow bank with its eerie blue glow. The air seemed alive with energy. Hair stood on end as glowing tendrils flicked out from the blinding gem. On the orders of the leader, blinders were quickly dropped over the horses eyes and all soldiers looked away. Myranda and Leo dove from behind the trees just as fractures on the crystal's surface gave way. The whole of the stand of trees, and perhaps the whole of the forest, was bathed in an utterly silent burst of the same white-blue light that Myranda had come to fear.

	When the darkness came rushing back in, those things nearest to the center of the blast were smoldering. Bark was stripped from trees and the snow was reduced to a sizzling pool amid blackened ground. Myranda and Leo climbed to their feet and readied their weapons. Leo held his spike at the ready in his one healthy arm. Myranda held her knife as her father had taught long ago. The elf coolly surveyed her prey.

	"You are Myranda Celeste," the general stated.

	"I am," Myranda replied. Her mind was not much clearer than it had been when she had first seen the elf's face, but this time, the answer became clear. "And you are Trigorah Teloran."

	The soldiers stirred, some drawing their weapons. A motion from the general quieted them.

	"I am pleased that you remember me. I have been sent by the highest of authorities to bring you to justice. If you cooperate, no harm will come to you. If you resist you will be taken by force," Trigorah said.

	"I didn't do anything, Trigorah," Myranda said. "I did not kill those men."

	The soldiers were again rattled, requiring a spoken reprimand from their leader to settle.

	"It is not my place to question your guilt or innocence, and it is not your place to do me the dishonor of speaking my given name. Perhaps you were worthy of that long ago, but you lost the right when you ran afoul of the Alliance Army. You will address me as General Teloran or not at all," she demanded, her tone wavering slightly with the anger she felt.

	Leo grinned.

	"So, Trigorah, how do you like my handiwork? A fitting retribution, I feel, for the torture," he said, attempting to push the anger further.

	The soldiers stirred again. One raised a spear and made ready to heave it at the offender. No word came to stop him.

	"Take care, malthrope. At the moment, my orders do not include your capture. If you submit, you too will be brought to justice without harm--but another word out of your wretched maw and my men will deliver you to the shallow grave you have earned," the general warned.

	"Look at the horrors he has been through. How do I know you do not have the same in store for me? What is to stop me from standing my ground and losing my life rather than face the same fate as he?" Myranda demanded.

	"That capture and subsequent treatment of the beast was at the hands of my associate. His methods are quite different from my own--wait  . . . you are stalling. Where is the dragon!?"

	The cries of terrified horses came as an answer as Myn did as she was told. While the tense exchange was taking place, the dragon had taken a wide berth around the immediate threat and sought out those soldiers Leo had predicted would be left as backup. Bursts of flame and slashes of claws sent the fear-crazed horses in all directions. As the dragon continued to stir up unseen chaos, Leo made his move. He swiftly moved in on the nearest soldier and, with a few deft strikes with his unconventional weapon, unseated him from his steed. He then hurled the heavy spike, burying it in the chest of a soldier moving to seize Myranda. The girl rushed to the horse that Leo was mounting, the weapon of a fallen soldier already in his hand.

	Suddenly, an increasingly familiar feeling came to her, as a cold blade was pressed to her neck. It was Trigorah.

	"Everyone hold still!" the leader demanded.

	The soldiers quickly obeyed, as did Leo.

	"You could have run, but you didn't. This girl means something to you," she said, addressing the malthrope.

	"You won't kill her. Your orders were to take her alive," he said.

	"Death is not as permanent as you think," she said. "Now drop your weapon, or would you like to experience the other side firsthand?"

	Leo obeyed.

	"I thought one more word would mean my death," he said.

	"I've changed my mind. I am sure that my superiors are quite displeased with my associate and his failure to prevent your escape. Now I will show them never to doubt me again. I will bring both prizes," she said. "It is a shame. You are a peerless warrior, and Myranda had such potential. I pray that you see the light and join us. It would be an honor to fight beside you. The men you killed were like brothers to me, but they knew the risks. These were the deaths that they had chosen. Their souls will rest peacefully so long they are replaced by those of worth."

	Myranda struggled briefly, but it was clear that with the blade of the sword held to her throat, escape was impossible. Her mind raced. The sights and sounds of the conflict flashed through her mind again and again. There had to be something  . . . Yes! That would work! If only she could remember. What were the words? Finally the answer came. She worked her hand slowly to the pouch that hung at the general's belt. In one quick move, she shoved her hand inside and spoke the words that the general had used to bring the first gem to life.

	The response was immediate. A shaft of light burst skyward, sending the leader reeling back. Myranda rushed to the horse and was scooped onto its back by Leo's one good arm. Chaos erupted as General Teloran tore the bag from her waist and threw it down. Her orders were swift and clear.

	"Retreat!" she cried, loading fallen men to the back of horses before sharing one herself.

	Like a blur, Myn launched herself after Leo and Myranda. As quickly as the horse would carry them, the trio fled south. A monumental burst of light shook the forest from end to end with a force that tore leaves from trees. A white heat burned behind them, bringing the hiss of wind and sizzle of trees to an otherwise silent burst.

	Leo leaned low to the horse's ear. Instantly, the same fear that had caused the other horses to abandon their riders subsided from the animal, and they rode on, steadily and purposefully, eyes constantly on the woods behind them.

	 


Chapter 17

	After a few tense minutes the massive mouth of the cave came into view.

	"Are you certain that this is the one?" Myranda asked, as a dozen ancient signs swept by too quickly to read. "There is no stream."

	"Not now, but there has been. Look at the ground," he said.

	They leapt from the horse's back and rushed inside. The dim light of the night sky revealed signs in every language plastered on the walls. Age had made them all but unreadable. Those few words that survived were far from encouraging. There were a dozen or so racks on the walls holding ancient unlit torches for any adventurers brave enough to venture on. Leo grabbed as many as he could carry and instructed Myranda to do the same. Between the two of them, they managed to take all of the torches.

	"Do you think we will need all of these?" Myranda asked.

	"No, but they will. Don't light one until I say. I want to be sure that they cannot follow us," he said.

	In total blackness, the trio shuffled along. Leo led the way, with Myranda cautiously following his echoing footsteps. Myn was completely at home in the cave. Now and then she would spark a burst of flame, casting a fleeting glimpse of the gray, craggy walls. After squeezing through an endless array of narrow passages led only by the water-smoothed floor, Leo seemed satisfied.

	"That is quite enough. It will be days before they stumble upon the path we have taken. Light a torch," he said.

	Myranda fumbled with her flint, brought out of fear that she would not be able to coax Myn into lighting her fires, and struck out a few sparks. The oil-soaked rags caught, and soon the claustrophobic little alcove was bathed in a flickering yellow light. The walls were a stark gray with a sparkle here and there. Around them was the constant echo of trickling water. Stalactites hung like teeth above the uneven floor. It was warm, with a thin layer of water coating every surface. Myn curled up between the two travelers and resumed her gnawing on the helmet. Despite the madness that she had been through, she refused to drop it.

	"Well. That was quite an ordeal," Leo said.

	Myranda stared into the light of the torch she had laid on the ground. There was a serious look on her face.

	"You seem quiet," Leo said.

	"Do you  . . . Did I  . . . kill someone?" Myranda asked

	"With any luck, you killed all of them," Leo said with a laugh. A moment later he regretted his choice of words. "That is not the answer you were looking for, I take."

	Myranda was silent.

	"She would have killed you. She would have killed us both," he assured her.

	"I don't believe that. She  . . . she could have killed you time and again. And she could have killed me. She didn't. I really believe that she meant what she said. About fighting beside us. You saw how she remained long enough to collect the injured," Myranda said.

	"I know how difficult it is to take your first life. I won't try to soften the blow. There isn't enough sugar in the world to take the bitterness from the act, but perhaps your sorrow is not necessary. My way of life leads me to the wrong side of the law often enough to hear tales of Trigorah. She is as capable a warrior as any that has lived. If anyone could have escaped that blast, it would be her," he said.

	Myranda sighed.

	"I know  . . . she is my godmother," she said.

	"What!?" Leo shouted, his voice echoing.

	"I remember her from when my father used to visit. Back when I was very young. She seemed so kind then. My father worked with her, and he trusted her with his life. When mother was killed, she was supposed to help raise me," Myranda said.

	"Well, she broke that vow," Leo said.

	"She couldn't have known I survived the massacre. And my uncle told me she was dead  . . . I should have known he would lie about that. He hated the Alliance Army with a passion by then. He would rather die than have me live in her care. Now she is the closest thing I have to family, and I may have killed her," Myranda said, a tear running down her cheek.

	"Dwelling on it only makes it worse. You shouldn't sleep with those thoughts in your head. You won't enjoy your dreams. Are you up to any more healing?" he asked.

	"I  . . . perhaps," she said.

	"My shoulder is not particularly pleased with the way I have been treating it," he said, trying to distract her from the subject.

	"Remove the sling," she said.

	He did so with great difficulty. The injury had swollen considerably. It reminded her of her own affliction, but in this case the problem was within. She pulled a few tatters of cloth aside to see how far the swelling had spread. It was severe, no doubt aggravated by the battle. As she surveyed the swelling, she noticed something odd on the left side of his chest. It was distorted, smudged with blood and charred, but there was no question. There, against the cream-colored chest, was the all too familiar curve and point.

	"What  . . . what is this?" she asked.

	"What? Ouch! I can't see," he said.

	"Here, on your chest. There is a mark," she said.

	"Oh, that. That has been there since I was a child. I suppose it's a birthmark," he said.

	"Look. Here! On my hand. I have the same mark! Remember the burn from the sword?" she said, holding out her hand.

	He took her hand and looked over it.

	"What in the world?" he said, sitting forward and taking real interest.

	"It was all over the sword," she said. "I showed you. Don't you remember?"

	"I remember how much it weighed, how well it was balanced, but I couldn't care less about how it looked. That is the least important thing to me," he said.

	"What does it mean?" she asked.

	"How should I know?" he said, perplexed.

	"I got the mark from the dead soldier's sword, so that explains that, but what are you and a fallen swordsman doing sharing a mark?" she wondered.

	"I haven't a clue," he said, bewildered.

	"Well, maybe he was a relative. Maybe he had the same mark, or knew you in some way," she offered.

	"I honestly cannot think of a single other person who has even seen my mark since I left the orphanage," he said.

	"Then perhaps it was one of them," she said.

	"Perhaps, but I cannot see how anything I did might have left an impression on one of the other orphans. Certainly not an impression big enough to have one of my blemishes adorn a sword that must have cost a fortune to make," he said. "Unless it isn't a blemish. The caretakers branded me with a pair of marks, this could just be a third that I didn't remember. If that is so, then the others could have had it as well."

	"Do you suppose that one of your fellow orphans might have been proud enough of his orphanage to advertise it on his equipment?" Myranda asked.

	"I have heard of stranger things. Well, with your godmother and our matching marks, this has been a very revealing night," Leo said.

	"Indeed, the hand of fate has--" she began, but the smoke of the torch was burning at her already tortured lungs. She launched into a long, painful fit of coughing.

	"That doesn't sound good at all. I thought you looked a bit off," he said, concerned.

	"It is nothing," she managed. "It happens every year."

	"Well, do you know how to cure it?" he asked.

	"Of course," she said.

	"Then what are you waiting for?" he wondered.

	"Well, I haven't the strength to care for my cough and your shoulder. I will tend to myself tomorrow," she explained.

	"Nonsense. I won't hear of it! You say whatever words you need to make yourself well and worry about me another day," he demanded.

	"But the pain must be terrible," Myranda said.

	"Please. I have had a dozen more serious injuries a dozen times each, and all I've had to heal them was time. A night more won't kill me," he said. She began to object again, but he cut her off. "You saved my life. I wanted to give mine for yours just a few hours ago, but you denied me. The least you can do is stay healthy long enough for me to repay my debt."

	Myranda sighed, stifling another cough. Reluctantly she spoke the variant of the spell of healing sleep that would do its work upon the caster.

	As the spell of healing took effect, Myranda's surroundings retreated and a soothing darkness poured over her and into her mind. A moment later a light flickered before her. She briefly thought that she had reawakened, but soon the truth became clear. The cold, thatched ground was not that of the cave, and the white, wavering light was not that of the torch. She had slipped into a dream. The light seemed to come from no source at all, merely a ball of brilliance floating before her. It formed a circle on the ground and a tight sphere of visibility. She strained her eyes desperately into the darkness. Slowly, a figure formed, somehow a still-darker silhouette against the pitch of her surroundings.

	"So I have found you," came a voice from the form. It seemed to be her own voice. Hearing it whispered from the unseen lips of another was profoundly disorienting.

	"Who are you?" Myranda asked.

	"We need you," came the answer.

	"Need me for what? I don't understand," she said.

	"Do not resist me. I come to guide you, and in turn you may guide me," the voice said.

	"How?" Myranda asked as the cold wind began to gust more forcefully.

	"You are strong, and the path you follow is closed to me. You are nearly out of my reach. You must choose. Take my hand and the way will be made clear," the voice whispered.

	The figure's hand seemed to reach out. Myranda reached for it, but something inside of her resisted. She turned to the light and grasped at it, as though it were a lantern. It remained, but a part of the eerie light trailed along with her hand. She moved her glowing fist to the figure, but it recoiled.

	"Reject it. Light is sorrow. To tremble in the light is to be extinguished with it. The brightest candle burns only briefly. Darkness remains eternally. Accept the darkness and endure," the voice demanded, somewhat twisted.

	The cold became intense and the darkness pressed in about her. The light fought valiantly, but the walls of oppressive blackness moved closer and closer. This was wrong. She backed toward the light, but it was withering. In a matter of moments, it was no more. The earth beneath her seemed to drop away, and she was afloat in an abyss of darkness. It felt as though the blackness itself was tearing at her.

	In a last effort to fight against that which consumed her, Myranda held up her arms defensively. When she opened her hand, a burning ember of light was revealed. As the remnant of the light she had scooped up smoldered in her palm, she could barely make out the form bearing down on her. With a scream, the terrified girl lashed out with the illuminated hand. Her fingers raked the featureless face and a second, piercing, spine-tingling mockery of her cry mingled with the original.

	She felt hands clasp her about the shoulders and shake her as the light rushed back. Myranda screamed again, the second scream joined by a third and fourth as her voice echoed off of the cave walls. The light was from the torch, and the hands shaking her were those of Leo. The dream was over.

	#

	"Easy, now. Come back to me," Leo said, steadying the terrified girl as the nightmare slowly lost its grip.

	Myranda caught her breath.

	"I warned about those dreams," he said.

	"It was awful. I don't think I'll be able to get back to sleep," Myranda said.

	"I should hope not. You have been asleep for ages," he said. "I think your dragon was beginning to get worried."

	Myn was already on her lap, sniffing and licking at her face.

	"How long have I been asleep?" she asked.

	"Well, it is difficult to tell without the sun or stars to go by, but these torches usually last about a half a day, and I had to light a new one after I awoke about an hour ago," he said.

	"It only felt like a few moments," she said. "That is a very potent spell."

	"So it would seem. Well, we had best move on. You will be pleased to hear that I can hear our friends scratching about on the other side of the wall. You must have missed a few," he said.

	"Are we in any danger?" she asked, getting to her feet, free of stiffness and pain for the first time in weeks.

	"Not yet. I would say that it will be at least a day before they can even find their way back to the wrong turn they must have taken, and then another few hours to reach us. So unless you decide to sing your lullaby twice more, we should have no trouble staying ahead. However, if you have any words that can relieve me of this little malady without a lengthy nap, I would appreciate it," he said, indicating his shoulder.

	"Of course," she said.

	After a clutch at her locket and a few choice words, the injury was healed and the swelling eliminated.

	"Ah. Remarkable. You do fine work!" Leo commended, as he gathered up the unlit torches. Now that he was healthy, he could carry them all. The spent torch was stripped of the charred rags and used as a walking stick as the trio marched on.

	"If there was something wrong with your legs, you should have told me," she said.

	"There is nothing you can do. They are healed already. Not quite the way they ought to have. A handful of fighters I've known had the same problem. Nothing they could do either, healers or no," he said in a disarmingly cheerful tone.

	"How terrible," she said.

	"Shed no tears for me, my dear. Where we are headed, no ailment will endure," he said.

	"That sounds familiar," she said, the flowery prose stirring her memory.

	"A play, One Final March, spoken right before our hero heads to a battle he cannot hope to win bearing a wound he cannot hope to survive," Leo said.

	"That does not speak very well of our destination," she said.

	"Don't worry. Some of my fondest memories are in the land that lies ahead of us. But enough about that. It must be seen to be believed. Frankly, if you don't mind, I would dearly love to hear what your life has been like since our last meeting," he said.

	"At the usual rate, though. I'll trade you my story for yours," she said.

	"Naturally," he said.

	As they made their way along the slick, uneven path, Myranda spoke of the events of the last few months. She told the tale of her capture in the church, and her clash with the mysterious creatures in the field, and her escape with the aid of the Undermine. Leo nodded, chiming in at times with insightful comments. He really seemed to care what happened to her, a quality that she found wholly absent in society at large.

	By the time Myn's appearance and the time spent under Wolloff's training had been described, she felt as though she was talking to her oldest friend. In a way, she was.

	"Good heavens," he said. "That is quite a tale. You lead an eventful life."

	"It hasn't always been that way," she said. "But enough about me. You have a story of your own to tell."

	"So I do. Fair is fair. Let me see," he began. "I saw you off and headed into Melorn. The hunting was a bit thin, but adequate. Before a week had passed, I decided to find my next tournament, so I nosed around a bit further north. Things were quiet, but eventually I caught word of a small submission tourney nearby. It was informal, a handful of Alliance veterans and soldiers on leave trying to see just who was best at the art of battle. Admittedly an outsider, they were reluctant to allow me entry, particularly with my unwillingness to meet face to face. Luck would have it that one of the soldiers was called back to duty, and I filled the vacancy. One of the organizers caught sight of me. He pulled me aside as I was placing a bet on myself.

	"I was in my fighting gear, so he couldn't tell what I was, but he told me that he had seen me fight before, and that he knew I could win this easily. I thanked him for the compliment. He went on to explain that one of the other combatants, a big fellow, was something of local hero. He'd been a part of more winning battles than any other soldier in years and had even earned his way into this 'Elite' squad. In all likelihood, I would be facing him in the final round. Even more likely was my victory. He dangled a sack of silver under my nose and mentioned that a spirited victory would be a tremendous boost to the morale of the people.

	"I stood to earn a good deal more by taking the fall than collecting on my own bet, so I agreed. It wasn't the first time. The fighting started and the first few rounds were laughable. There was an old man who wanted to see if he still had what it took. He didn't. Then was a green newcomer who was fresh from his first tour and somehow hadn't seen a battle yet. He went down fairly easily. Finally I found myself face to face with this Elite character.

	"I won't lie, he was a formidable fellow. A mountain of a man. He outclassed me in size and strength by a fair amount. Slow, though. If I wanted to, I could land a half-dozen blows in the time it took him to miss one. That and he was, if you can believe it, too well-trained. It was as though I was fighting a textbook. I've read the manual they use to teach these men, so his technique couldn't have been more obvious. I found myself ten moves ahead of him, watching him play into every attack. I would let him get in a glancing blow here or there to keep it interesting, but before long, he started to tire, so I knew it was time to act.

	"I dropped a shoulder into a shot that went low and fell to the ground. That, coupled with the serious-looking blows I'd seemingly suffered, should have been more than enough to convince the crowd. He stood over me and I made ready to submit, but there was something wrong. He raised his sword up in what was clear to be a kill blow. I reacted instinctively with a counter. Unfortunately, a warrior that size fully committed to a swing is not easily stopped, even if he wishes it. As a result a sword point to the chest meant as a warning became a blade through the heart."

	"In the midst of a rather severe outburst of unbridled hatred, I managed to make good my escape. The mob was easy enough to lose, but time would show the fallen Elite's brothers in arms were another matter. They took time out of their busy schedule of hunting down an assassin or some such and turned their sights to me. I think I was able to stay ahead of them for a few weeks before they cornered me. Learning of my race did little to cool their tempers.

	"I  . . . Well, I learned what sort of treatment the highest criminals of the nation can expect. It is not pleasant. All the while they grilled me as to whether I was sent, or who I worked for. They tried and tried to find something more in the fellow's death than a simple accident. When they became bored of my repeated assurance of the truth, they left me to rot. I managed to escape and, well, that is that."

	Myranda shook her head in disbelief.

	"It sounds so awful," she said. "Did they torture you?"

	"I prefer not to think back to that particular period of my life," he said.

	"I understand. Leo, I know that I don't have anything else I can tell you in return, but do you mind if I ask you a few more questions?" she asked.

	"Go right ahead," he said.

	"Myn knows you. I am sure of it. The way she rushed to you in the forest that day. She'd run like that before, and all I found was a few pools of blood and the grave markers of Elites. That was long before the Elites came looking for me. That, coupled with the way she is so comfortable around you and the way she listens to you  . . . I can get her to light a fire or stop when she is doing something wrong. You gave her very specific directions back there. We would not have escaped those soldiers if she hadn't kept out of sight and hunted down the backup soldiers to scare away their horses," Myranda said.

	"Ah, yes. Well, the fact of the matter is, prior to my capture, I did meet this fine young lady. I tried to lose the pursuers in the mountains, so I cut across, eventually finding myself somewhere in the northern end of Ravenwood. I thought I smelled you on the wind, but I dismissed it. Then Myn and I stumbled upon the same hunting ground. There was a bit of tension at first, but we were getting along soon enough.

	"I have a way with animals, as I said. She was a fine hunter already, but I helped her to hone her craft, as it were. I could smell you all over her, which puzzled me. At first I thought she might have killed you. Luckily, I was wrong. Once or twice, I caught sight of that wizard's tower you were staying in. By then, I had grown quite certain that you were alive and well inside," he explained.

	"Why didn't you come in and visit?" she scolded.

	"I was less than optimistic as to the quality of hospitality I might receive from the master of the house. Not to mention, I was afraid I might involve you in my troubles with the Elites. Fat lot of good that did," he said.

	"Then why didn't you at least tell me about it with the rest of the recollection?" Myranda asked.

	"I was afraid you would scold me for not visiting you," he answered with a grin.

	"You know me like a book," Myranda said with a shake of her head.

	Leo quickened his pace, and the group moved on.

	 


Chapter 18

	The path had twisted and turned, branching constantly into a honey comb of different passages. Leo expertly led the way. As they progressed, Myranda noticed that the three things that had surprised her about the cave were becoming more and more prevalent. First, it was getting warmer. She found herself carrying her robe under her arm to avoid being smothered by it. Second, water was becoming more and more abundant. It now dripped and streamed from the roof in an echoing cacophony, gathering in pools and making the floor perilously slick. Finally, the faint glitter of the walls increased with each passing step. There were tiny flecks of some kind of crystal embedded all around, catching the light and bending it into a breathtaking array of colors.

	As the trio progressed, the torch burned down. When another one had to be lit, the weariness of the constant walking and climbing was taking its toll. After half a day without stopping to rest, Myn was as energetic as ever, and Leo showed no signs of slowing. Myranda, alas, was not so fortunate.

	"Stop," she said.

	Leo turned.

	"Is something wrong?" he asked.

	"How deep is this cave? When will we stop?" she asked.

	"If memory serves correctly, this is perhaps a third of the way there," he said.

	"We have got three more days of this ahead?" she gasped.

	"If we keep this pace. The path becomes more difficult further on, so we may take a bit longer, though the last bit might make up some time," he explained.

	"I don't know if I can make it. I  . . . I haven't eaten since just before I found you," she said.

	"That is, oh, a day and a half ago. I seem to remember that you've gone far longer than that without food," he said.

	"I have, but there are at least three more days of this. Unless there is food to be found, I don't think I will be leaving this cave," she said. "And what about Myn, and you?"

	"Did Myn eat when you did?" he asked.

	"Yes. As usual, she ate about three times as much as I did," Myranda said.

	"Then she will be just fine. As for me? Well, never mind me," he said. "Regardless, there is something coming up that will either fill your stomach or turn it. Either way, you won't have to worry about your appetite."

	"I hope you are right," she said.

	They continued on, the path steepening to the point that they spent as much time climbing as they did walking. Leo and Myranda did so with quite a bit of difficulty, but Myn scampered up and down the walls as though she were on the ground. She was truly in her element. In this dank, dreary environment, she was in a state of bliss. Just as the path began to level and the ceiling rose out of sight, Myranda noticed a powerful, gagging odor.

	"What is that?" she coughed.

	"Oh, so you can finally smell it. That, my dear, is dinner," he said.

	"You are kidding," she ventured.

	Leo shook his head. Shortly, they came upon a chalky, foul-smelling substance littering the ground. The echoing of their footsteps was joined by a distorted, unidentifiable sound.

	"You don't intend to use your robe anytime soon, do you?" Leo asked.

	"Unless this cave gets much colder soon, then I don't imagine I would. Why?" she asked.

	"Give it to me. I'll need it soon. If you don't mind, I am going to need both hands. Would you take the spare torches?" he asked.

	"Of course," she said, exchanging the now-heavily soiled robe for the torches.

	"All right. Now, this is going to be a bit confusing. There will be a lot of noise, but don't worry. You should be safe," Leo said as he wiped his fingers on his shirt.

	"Wait, what is--" Myranda desperately tried to interject before the chaos began, failing miserably.

	Leo placed two fingers in his mouth and unleashed a piercing whistle. The echoes of the ear splitting sound were joined with a myriad of animal screeches. A blur of flapping wings filled the air. As Myranda struggled against the urge to drop to the ground and cover her head, her robe-wielding companion cast it into the air and pulled it tight like a net.

	"All right, move! That way!" he said, motioning.

	He and Myranda rushed in the direction he'd indicated. They quickly came upon a small tunnel that they had to crawl to enter. Myn lingered just outside, snapping at the frenzied bats. When the bulk of the animals had funneled out of an unseen hole in the roof of the cave, she entered the tunnel and joined her friends, making sure to retrieve her chewing helmet before doing so. Leo snapped one of the wooden handles of the spent torches into kindling and lit it. He then uncovered the quarry of questionable nourishment. The creatures were just about the size of a fist, a grotesque assemblage of skin and bone.

	"You can eat these things?" Myranda said, picking one of the creatures up by a wing and grimacing.

	"I can, at least, when there are no alternatives," he said, popping one of the bats, whole and raw, into his mouth and crunching away.

	Myranda managed to retrieve one of the longer splinters and skewer a small specimen to hold over the fire. When it began to sizzle, she, out of necessity rather than desire, managed to pick some of the meat off of it and consume it. Leo ate two or three more as he watched her in quiet amusement. Finally he spoke.

	"If you wanted meat, you should have taken a larger one. With the smaller ones, you are better off just eating them whole. The bones are thin, you don't have to worry about them," he said.

	Myranda laughed, until she realized that he was serious. In an experience that she would try to forget for years to come, she did as he suggested. It took the better part of an hour to choke down enough to convince her she would not starve. Leo, on the other hand, was quite happy eating until he was full. Myn snapped up the rest.

	"Well, after that rather unique experience, I trust we will retire for the night--or day, or whatever it may be?" she fairly pleaded.

	"I suppose, but we must move quickly tomorrow. The increasing flow of water is making me nervous. I have a feeling our timing could have been a bit better in this little endeavor," he said.

	"Why?" she said.

	"Well. This cave has two distinct states: wet and dry. I was expecting to get here during the transition from the former to the latter. I fear that I may have been held a bit longer than I had realized, in which case we may be experiencing the opposite transition. No cause for worry, though. So long as we reach the end in a timely manner," he said.

	His words did worry her, but his tone was nothing if not relaxed and confident. Everything about the way he expressed himself made Myranda trust Leo more. Myn must have felt the same way, because she had resumed her constant trek from one lap to the other, unable to decide where she wanted to sleep. Eventually, Myranda slid to beside Leo so that the dragon could stretch across both laps while they dozed with their backs against the wall. Sleep came swiftly and was refreshingly free of any disturbing images.

	The sound of a fresh torch being lit by her helpful dragon roused Myranda from sleep. Leo was using some of the leather that affixed the fuel rags to one of the spent torches to bind the remaining ones. Once again, he was awake before her, and she'd fallen asleep before him. Though she'd not known him long, she had never seen him sleeping naturally. There was no room to stand, but he assured her that the roof would be tall enough to stand shortly. The trio moved on.

	"How is it that you remember this place so well?" Myranda said.

	"Well, I spent a bit more time here than was required," he explained.

	"How long?" she asked.

	"Seven months," he said nonchalantly.

	"Seven! Seven months! How did you survive so long?" she wondered.

	"I ate quite a few bats, drank quite a bit of stagnant water, and learned to love the dark," he said.

	"Why didn't you leave the cave?" she asked.

	"Hadn't found what I was looking for," he said. "Well, here we are, the halfway point. After a rough bit, things get much easier from here on."

	The dancing light of the torch fell upon a cleft in the stony wall with a fair amount of water trickling from it. The path continued into the darkness.

	"We have to climb this?" Myranda asked.

	"Yes indeed! Let's get at it," Leo said, as he threw the bundle of torches over his shoulder to be held in place by the former sling.

	Once again, Myn shot up the wall effortlessly and Leo managed to climb easily enough despite his ailing legs. Myranda, left holding the torch, had more of a struggle. Leo noticed when the light fell too far behind for him to see.

	"Do you need a hand?" he called from above.

	"I could use one!" she said.

	"There is a ledge up here. When you reach it, we will work something out," he said.

	She made her way to the ledge. After some thought, they came upon a compromise. Myranda took the helmet that Myn carried, rolled it in her robe, and tied it to her back with the robe's waist cord. Myn, in turn, clutched the torch, sans a good portion of the handle to make it easier to carry, in her teeth. With her ease of climbing the wall, the dragon was able to put the light wherever it was needed. With both of her hands free, Myranda managed to keep up with Leo with little effort. For nearly an hour, the three climbed, concentration requiring that conversation cease. All that could be seen was what the light of the torch revealed.

	An opening came into view.

	"Is this the tunnel?" Myranda asked.

	"Too big, but the correct one is nearby," he said.

	When they did find it, Myranda was not pleased. It was a rough stone tube just a bit wider than Leo's shoulders.

	"This is it?" Myranda said, praying for the answer no.

	"I am afraid so. A few words before we enter. The walls are far from smooth. Move quickly--but carefully, or you will tear yourself up badly. Push that bundle ahead of you, or you will get it snagged. If it feels that the walls are closing in, just close your eyes. The feeling will pass. Above all, keep moving. You don't want the fatigue to hit you while you are inside," he said.

	"How long before the tunnel widens?" she asked.

	"It doesn't. We are going to spend, oh, two hours crawling through that, and then there will be a hole that we will drop through," he said.

	"Two hours!" she cried.

	"Roughly. It will seem much longer, though, so stay focused," he said.

	Myn scampered inside. Myranda waited for Leo, but he assured her that she would rather go second. The one bringing up the rear would be working in near pitch-blackness. She hurriedly seized the opportunity to at least see where she was going. The walls scratched and scraped at her hands and arms badly, and rolling the bundled robe ahead of her made her wish she'd left it behind. Her friend's words rang true. Each second seemed to take ages.

	"Isn't there another way?" she called back to Leo.

	"There are a handful of other paths that lead to roughly the same place, but they aren't nearly as pleasant," he answered.

	"What could be worse than this?" she asked.

	"Well, one involved sidling along a water-slicked ledge above a very deep chasm for roughly twice this distance. Another is a smoother tunnel a bit wider than this," he said.

	"What was wrong with that one?" she asked.

	"Spiders," he said.

	"I see," Myranda replied with a shudder.

	More time passed. More than once, she had to take his advice and close her eyes rather than be driven mad by the walls of a tunnel that seemed to be getting narrower by the minute. As if it wasn't difficult enough, her muscles were beginning to cramp up from the awkward movements of following the tight twists and turns of the tunnel. It reminded her a bit too much of moving across the floor while bound the chair in the deserted church. Finally, she couldn't take any more.

	"We need to stop for a while. I can't take this," she said.

	"As you wish," he said, pausing for a moment before speaking again. "You know, I was thinking."

	"What?" she asked.

	"That cloth was a bit dry. On the torch, I mean," he said.

	"So?" she said.

	"So it might go out soon," he said.

	"You're joking," she said.

	"Am I?" he said ominously.

	Myranda continued crawling with renewed vigor. She knew that he had only said that to get her moving, but the thought of having to feel her way through this tube in pitch black, regardless of how remote the possibility, was enough to get her think twice about stopping. After an eternity of crawling, Leo's threat seemed to come true as the light of the dragon-borne torch vanished.

	"What happened!?" she called out, panic closing in.

	"I think Myn found the hole," he said. "Feel for it. It should be just in front of you."

	Sure enough the bundle dropped through a wide hole in the bottom of the shaft. With a bit of difficulty she flipped down to a slippery, sloping floor a fair distance below. The bundle was sliding and rolling quickly away. Myn dropped the torch and fetched it, and Myranda tied it securely to her waist. Leo dropped down. The light revealed the walls and ceiling to be as smooth as the floor, and far smoother than even the base of the former stream they had been following.

	"There, that wasn't so bad, was it?" he asked.

	"No, it was much worse," she answered, taking a seat.

	"No, no, no. Up, up, up!" he said.

	"You cannot be serious," she pleaded.

	"Oh, come now. We are ahead of schedule. If we keep moving, we could be sleeping with a sky above us. Isn't that worth working for?" he said.

	Myranda reluctantly moved on. Leo was setting a rather brisk pace now. Perhaps he was especially eager to be out of this dank hole in the ground. She couldn't blame him. If she had spent as much time here as he'd said he had, then she would be running as fast as she could to escape. As it was, she'd only been underground for a day or two and it was more than enough.

	What did concern her was his silence. In the times she managed to catch a look at his face, he wore a stern look of purpose. Hours passed in much the same way. The torch burned out and was replaced. Myranda made some attempts to start a conversation, but beyond the answers to her questions, the dialogue died quickly.

	#

	Trigorah's heavy boots echoed along the floor of the cave as she made her way to its mouth once more. Her quick action had spared her men from the girl's desperate attack. Now those who had survived the battle were combing the seemingly endless number of passages. They had been prepared with their own torches, but they hadn't lasted for long.

	The general cast a quick gaze at the signs and their warnings. A dozen languages described vague dangers. The word "beast" tended to figure prominently in them. This was a cave with a reputation that gave even her Elites pause, but she had a job to do, and she would see it done.

	The brief warm snap had ended, and vast fringes of icicles lined every edge and every branch. As Trigorah scanned the twinkling landscape, her eyes came to rest on an approaching form. It was a large man, bearing overused armor, an intricate halberd, and an infuriating smile. He was seated on a steed that seemed dead on its feet. The beast's head hung low and pained breaths came in vast, steamy clouds. When Arden finally reached the cave's mouth, the horse trudged to the nearest piece of greenery and ate of it greedily.

	"Have you ever given a moment's consideration to your mount?" Trigorah scolded.

	"Horses are cheap," Arden said.

	Trigorah looked at him with disgust.

	"I figger you know why I'm here," he said.

	"The circumstances of the wager," the general said.

	"Uh-huh," Arden said, grinning with half-rotten teeth.

	"You still seek to collect? You couldn't hold on to your target!" Trigorah hissed.

	"I caught the 'sassin before you caught the girl or found the sword. Hangin on to monsters don't enter into it," he growled. "You ain't lookin to weasel out, are ya?"

	"I still have a task at hand. I will not abandon it," she remarked.

	"She went in that cave, and you still hope to bring her back? What part, the head?" Arden chuckled. "Quit tryin to wriggle out of this. What're you, a coward?"

	"Coward? Coward!? You, of anyone, call me a coward? There is a war! There is a hated enemy to the south. Has your blade ever tasted anything but the blood of your fellow Alliance?" Trigorah raged.

	She smoldered for a moment, then turned to the cave.

	"Soldier!" she called.

	One of the men under her command stepped from the shadows.

	"I want regular sweeps of the cave. Systematic. I shall send a supply team here. In the meantime, my colleague and I have a briefing that cannot be postponed," she said, stalking off to the clearing that sheltered her horse. "I dare say he has much to learn from me."

	#

	With no conversation to occupy her, Myranda's mind wandered. Just as he had instructed her to do, at each branch, she carefully felt the walls, turning in the direction that was smoothest. Soon the tunnel was glass-smooth, and almost perfectly straight. The grade grew gradually steeper, making it difficult to keep footing. Strangely, the sound of echoing drips of water was absent. Hours passed as Myranda gave Leo his quiet time. The second torch since they had awakened had to be replaced, signifying a full day of walking, climbing, and crawling. Myranda made ready to sit and rest, but this time she was not even scolded or encouraged. Her friend merely gave her a stern look that prompted her to proceed.

	"How much further?" she asked.

	"I can't be sure," he said. "We are close."

	Silence followed.

	"What is wrong? You were so talkative before," she said.

	"Nothing is wrong. I just want to get to the end of this tunnel as quickly as possible. You can't hear it, but I can. This mountain is groaning. It has something up its sleeve. When it makes its move, I want to be ready for it. That means I need to listen," he said, agitated.

	Myranda milled over his words before answering.

	"It's just that . . . I can't stand the silence. It cuts through me. I've been alone for so long. Talking to myself, talking to Myn. I just need to hear a voice. I need proof that there is someone else out there. It seems like every time I try to get close, the world runs away," she said.

	"The world runs away from you!" he said incredulously. "That is not how I remember it. When we first met, what were you doing? You came into an inn and sat as far as possible from anyone else. You closed yourself to your surroundings, so much so that you failed to notice your money being stolen. When I helped you out, you scurried upstairs and locked the door behind you. You were the one running. That is the trouble with your kind. Everything is always about you until the time comes to find fault. Sickening," he said.

	His words were tinged with anger. It added a new quality to his voice, something vaguely familiar. Myranda was struck to the core by his words. Partially because they were so harsh. Partly because they were so true. She did protect herself from those around her. She had ever since she was a child. The only way to be sure no one learned of her feelings on the war was to keep them at arm's length. A part of her isolation was choice.

	"I am sorry if my words hurt you, but . . . I just need silence right now," Leo said, less an apology and more a warning. He seemed not to be in control of his emotions, as though something had a hold over him.

	A few moments passed. Leo stopped suddenly and shuffled to a wall, putting an ear to it.

	"Leo," she said.

	He clenched his fists and whipped his head around, sudden fury seizing him.

	"What now!?" he raged.

	The final word echoed off of the walls relentlessly. The echoes drove into Myranda's mind, stirring her thoughts. That word. That voice. She knew them. The echoes continued. A dark, painful memory emerged. It couldn't be.

	"You . . . you were there . . . at the church . . ." she said, detached.

	"What are you saying?" he demanded.

	She remembered the voice behind her. The voice of the one holding a blade to her throat as she was sent away from the church all of those months ago.

	"The church! Where I was kidnapped! You stole the sword! You killed those soldiers! Who are you really!?" she realized.

	As if as an answer, the mountain began to rumble and roar. It was deafening. A rush of icy air swept past them.

	"Not now! Not now!" he cried, launching himself into a run.

	Myn looked anxiously to Myranda. Between the roar of the mountain and the flaring tempers, she was beside herself. Myranda sprinted off after the fleeing malthrope. For once she would not be distracted, no matter the madness that raged about her. The steep, slippery tunnel soon betrayed her as she lost her footing and began to slide. Myn's claws clacked at the floor as she struggled to keep pace with the now helpless human. After a few moments, Myranda splashed down into a numbingly cold pool of thrashing water. The dragon joined her in the pool, unable to stop quickly enough to avoid it. The beast managed to keep the torch she had taken to carrying dry, and leapt out of the water. Leo was waist deep in the icy stuff.

	"Answer me! I want to know the truth!" Myranda demanded.

	"You want the truth? Fine! This torrent of frigid water is rushing in through our only means of escape. We spent the better part of three days getting through this cave, and the water will fill half of it within the hour. If we stay or flee, we die. If we swim, we may survive," he said.

	The reality of the situation swept over Myranda as powerfully as the water threatened to.

	"How do I know I can trust you?" she asked.

	"You don't. I've kept you alive this far. Now you have to decide," he said, diving into the churning pool.

	Myranda cast a nervous glance at the very anxious Myn.

	"He is not getting away that easily," she decided.

	She dove into the water after him, with Myn reluctantly following. The dragon hated the cold, but was determined not to leave her friend's side.

	Myranda wrestled her eyes open. The water was so cold, it stung her unmercifully, and the sound of the rushing water filled her head. Leo was disappearing into the eerie light of the submerged tunnel. She fought the astounding current, clinging to the slick as ice walls with fingers that had lost their feeling after just a few heartbeats in the water. Wavelike swishing motions of Myn's tail surged her forward until she was able to grip the roof with her claws. Neither girl nor dragon could make any headway. Every ounce of effort went to maintaining their position. A slight ripple in the rocky tunnel was enough to keep Myranda from sliding back, but Myn was not so lucky.

	The dragon scratched desperately at the wall of the tunnel. She was losing the fight, flailing and slipping backward. Myranda took one hand away from its grip to guide the beast to the hand hold. Now with a firm grip, the two began to slowly pull themselves forward. Leo's form was barely visible ahead, pulling himself along in much the same way. Just ahead of him was the edge. Beyond that there was only light. Daylight.

	As the girl and the dragon neared the opening, the current intensified. Myranda's chest heaved as her lungs begged for air. She reached out, managing to grasp the rounded edge of the opening with one hand. With the other, she grabbed the claw of her friend. In a final flurry of effort, she pulled the two of them into the light. The current split at the opening, half flowing into the tunnel, the rest fanning out along the wall the tunnel emerged from.

	 The latter current caught them, sweeping the pair forcefully along the wall just as Myranda's breath gave out. Spent air burst from her lips and a desperate, raking breath pulled in a lungful of frigid water. She convulsed as she smashed into the rocky edge of the pool. Darkness was closing in about her as she felt a pair of hands grip her arm and drag her from the pool.

	 


Chapter 19

	A series of painful coughs spewed the water from Myranda's lungs and she gulped gratefully at the fresh air. Her vision was a swirl of indistinct forms as she was helped to her feet.

	"Myn!" she managed. "Myn!"

	She could feel the shivering beast brush weakly against her before dropping to the dry ground. Myranda was vaguely aware of being led along. Somehow she was on her feet, shuffling with a strong arm supporting her. She was barely cognizant of her own movement. Her helper lowered her to a seat and a blanket was thrown about her shoulders. The shapes that swept before her eyes were clearing. Before long she recognized a hand. She raised her eyes and struggled to focus on the face. Her hearing was nearly as poor as her sight, the roaring water still ringing in her ears. Mingled with the sound of water was a periodic sound she couldn't identify.

	As she tried to steady herself, she realized that the sharp, grating noise she was hearing was her own coughing. When she finally calmed herself and her senses returned to her, she looked to her anonymous helper. He was a young man, about her age, with brown hair and a gray tunic. A sturdy messenger bag hung over his shoulder. He was checking her eyes and spouting phrases in a variety of languages. Eventually he struck the correct one.

	"Are you warm enough?" he asked.

	Myranda nodded.

	"Where are the others?" she asked.

	"Ah, so you have a tongue, and a northern one at that. Excellent, one of my favorites. The dragon that came with you is sleeping over yonder, and the malthrope has requested to be cared for in one of our cleric huts," he said.

	"What happened?" she asked.

	"You made it through the cave. You also made it through the waterfall, which may be unprecedented. I will look into it," he said.

	"What is this place?" she asked, looking around. Her eyes had not recovered enough to make out her surroundings.

	"My, so full of questions," he said. "Though after the ordeal you've been through, I suppose you've earned a few. This is Entwell Num Garastra. In the northern tongue, that translates to . . . the stomach--no, the belly of the beast," he said.

	"What!?" she gasped.

	"Oh, my heavens, I am sorry. It's just a name. No cause for fear. I'll explain later. Suffice to say you have discovered our village. It is a place of learning. We exist to acquire, improve, and impart knowledge," he explained.

	"I'm not sure I understand," she said.

	"You will. All in time," he said. "My name is Deacon. And you are?"

	"Myranda," she said.

	He held out his hand. She shook it, but he pulled away quickly and began riffling through a bag that hung at his side.

	"You are cold as death. Excellent! Hold out your hand," he said, revealing a perfectly smooth, palm-sized, egg-shaped crystal.

	"What? Why? What is going on?" she asked.

	"Open your hand. I am merely going to temporarily manipulate certain physical attributes of your body tissues so as to facilitate the timelier introduction of appropriate heat levels than nature would generally allow," he said in a bewildering flurry of logic.

	While Myranda was still trying to sort through his words, he placed the crystal in her hand. He then closed her hand around it and clasped his hands over hers. A flash of light shined through her fingers and a mild glow spread up her arms and through her body. It was accompanied by a curious sensation, or more accurately, a lack thereof. Everywhere the light touched was restored to normal. Cold became comfortable, numb became normal, and nowhere in between. There was no feeling of warmth, no tingling, simply an instantaneous return to normal. A second streak of light swept over her clothes, drying them.

	"There," Deacon said. "How do you feel?"

	As she began to answer, he scrambled to draw a thick, leather-bound book from his bag and began marking down all that she said with a stylus he had perched behind his ear.

	"I feel fine," she said.

	"No excessive heat? And tactile sensation--normal? Excellent, excellent," he said.

	"What did you do?" she asked.

	"The procedure is quite simple. It has escaped common use because the techniques it entails are not generally associated with white magic," he said. "You seem tired. Are you?"

	"Very," she said.

	"That is not a side effect I had anticipated. Perhaps . . ." he began.

	"I don't think your spell is to blame. I haven't slept in more than a day," she said.

	"Oh, well, yes. That would explain it," he said. "I can find you a soft bed and some fresh clothes if you like."

	"You can?" Myranda said.

	"Oh, yes. All of the amenities," he said with a chuckle. "Follow me."

	She stood, but woozily stumbled. Deacon was quick to lend his arm to steady her. As the pair moved away from the deafening falls, Myranda gained her first clear look at the place she had been striving to reach for the past few days. Stretching out before her, nestled in the shadow of the cliffs towering behind, was a small village. The houses were simple huts with thatched roofs. The perfect little buildings with the rosy sky behind them looked more like a painting than someplace that might actually exist. There was no snow on the ground. Much to her surprise, the gravelly ground surrounding the falls gave way to emerald green grass.

	As if this did not distinguish this village enough, the hamlet was alive with activity. Here was a young man sitting under a tree, there a trio of older men and women in a heated discussion. Birds, butterflies, and even what she swore was a tiny, winged person fluttered by. There were representatives from a myriad of races. Elves, dwarfs, humans--all in the open and interacting. It was a surreal sight, and Myranda was entranced. It was as though she was seeing life as it should be for the first time. Her trance was broken when Deacon was knocked forcefully to the ground. She turned to see Myn standing atop the fallen helper.

	"Myn! No, he is helping me!" she scolded.

	The dragon was reluctant to release Deacon, her teeth bared and dripping.

	"I am sorry, little lady. I did not realize you were awake. I would have asked your permission, I assure you," Deacon said, chuckling as he got to his feet.

	He drew his crystal and healed several places where the little dragon's claws met their mark.

	"Are you all right?" Myranda asked.

	"Fine, fine. It was my fault. I know how attached dragons get. Had I been thinking, I would have made my intentions clear," he said, casting another spell to mend holes torn in the fabric of his tunic.

	"How do you know so much about dragons?" she asked.

	"Solomon taught me," he said, carefully allowing the still agitated dragon to wedge herself between himself and Myranda.

	"He knows about dragons?" she asked.

	"He is a dragon," he said. "When you feel up to it, I'll introduce you. He is a very enlightening fellow."

	Before long, they came upon a hut on the edge of the village. It was just like any of the others, and appeared as though it had never been used. He opened the door and led her inside. There were two rooms. One had a bed, the other a few chairs, a table, and a number of shelves.

	"This will be your hut. Equip it as you will," he said.

	"You mean, I may live here? This hut will be mine? Just like that?" she said.

	"Of course. You made it through the cave. You are one of us. We always keep one hut empty to house the next adventurer to make the trek. We hadn't anticipated three at once. Work on the other huts will begin first thing tomorrow," he said.

	"Where will Leo sleep?" she asked.

	"Leo is your vulpine friend, I presume. He will be spending a day or two in the cleric's hut. What happened to him? I heard a bit of the chatter when they were hauling him out of the water and it seems he has been mangled physically and spiritually. It is going to take some of our best healers to untie the knots," he said. "As for Myn here, I am sure we can make some arrangements for her, too . . ."

	"Oh, she sleeps beside me," Myranda said.

	"Are you certain?" he asked.

	"Since she was hatched," Myranda assured him.

	"Oh, all right then," he said, eyebrow raised.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"Well, you see, the act of breathing fire is not always a strictly voluntary one. Occasionally, they let loose a puff or two in their sleep. Not enough to kill, mind you, but more than enough to set the bed aflame. Thus, sleeping in a bed with a dragon is generally inadvisable. However, if you have been doing so for this long then it is clearly not an issue," he said. "In a wardrobe in your bedroom, you will find a number of blue robes and tunics. They should fit well enough until we can make some specifically for you. I will make the necessary arrangements for you. You just have a well-earned rest. When you wake, find the nearest person and they will set you on your way."

	"But where will you be?" she asked.

	"Likely I will be scribing. It consumes most of my time. Anyone in the village will be more than willing to help you, you needn't come to me. However, if you need me, just say my name and someone will point you in my direction," he said.

	He took his leave and closed the door. Myranda quickly changed into the fresh clothes. They were a bit too large for her, but as the first change of clothes she'd had in weeks, they were heavenly. She fell into the bed and was asleep before Myn joined her a moment later.

	As was too often the case, Myranda's dreams were tortured. This time, though, they twisted at her mind in a new way. Now she was taunted with images of Leo. Memories of all of the good he had done for her intermingled with imagined instances of lies and treachery. She was forced to relive her time captured in the church with the role of her captor now recast with the face of her former friend. The man she had trusted, who had given her the help she needed, was now tying her up. The kind, thoughtful friend was now striking down men and putting a blade to her throat. It was agony.

	She was jarred from her sleep by the departure of Myn, who leapt from the bed and pushed the door open. The golden light of sunrise and the sounds of morning filtered through the doors. Myranda drifted in and out of sleep for a time. Finally she heard a voice and opened her eyes. Standing before her was Deacon. He had an amused and slightly apologetic look on his face.

	"I am sorry to wake you, but we have something of a situation that you may be able to help with," he said.

	"Of course," she said, pulling herself groggily to her feet.

	Deacon again offered his arm, but she didn't need the help anymore.

	"Leo is undergoing a rather unpleasant procedure. You see, his legs had been broken multiple times in the past. The breaks were left to heal naturally, and many did so poorly. We have found that the best way to deal with such an ailment is to allow the legs to heal correctly," he explained as the pair moved toward the cluster of huts that had been painted white.

	"Heal correctly? But you said they had already healed," she said.

	"Therein lies the issue. The legs must be re-broken. Generally the patient would be put to sleep or at least deprived of feeling for such a procedure, but Leo apparently asked to have the work done free of aid. Two successful breaks had been made when your other little friend made her appearance. She has taken a stance atop Leo and will not allow any of our healers near. We've tried to take care of the situation with magic, but it appears our spells are not having an effect. A number of the clerics were eager to put the more powerful spells to work, but I thought perhaps you could handle it more easily," he said.

	Myranda was led inside one of the huts. Five white-robed healers were in a circle around the table upon which Leo was lying. Standing over Leo was Myn, her jaws snapping at anyone who approached from in front and her tail lashing anyone who approached from behind. As soon as Myranda was in sight, Myn fairly began to dance in place, anxiously shifting from foot to foot. Leo whispered something in a language Myranda could not identify and the healers filed out of the hut. Deacon lingered in the doorway before leaving and shutting the door behind him.

	"They tell me you have a problem," Myranda said. "Deacon thought I could help."

	"Myn will not let them do what needs to be done," Leo said. "I have spoken to her, but she will not listen. I doubt that there is anything that you can do that hasn't been tried."

	"Maybe she just doesn't believe you. You've given me very little reason to do so," she said angrily. "If you want me to help you, you owe me the truth."

	"I do not owe you anything," he said.

	"I saved your life. You yourself said that the favor needs to be returned," Myranda said.

	"I led you to safety. If I had not shown you the way into and out of the cave, you would be in the hands of the Elites right now," he said. "No one will be able to enter or leave this place until the falls relent, and months will pass before that happens. The debt is repaid."

	"I want the truth," she demanded.

	"You wouldn't know the truth if you had it. For all you know, I could simply replace one lie with another. If you want the truth, find it for yourself. There is as much of me here as there is anywhere else. If there is truth to be found, it is here," he said.

	"Then why should I help you?" she asked.

	"You shouldn't, but you will. I know you better than you know yourself. I know that you would like nothing more than to see me suffer for this supposed injustice, but your heart won't let you. That is your main weakness--your heart. You care too much for those around you. One day it will cost you your life," he said.

	Myranda's eyes wandered to Leo's legs. They were twisted and bent. She tried to be strong. She tried to think of the wrongs he had done. The lies he had told. Alas, among all of the half-truths and outright lies, there was one undeniable fact. He was right about her. As angry as she was, she found herself searching for some way to help him. It didn't take long for her to realize that if there was something keeping their spells from affecting Myn, there could be only one cause. There, on the little dragon's neck, the cord that held her souvenir still held firm. The trip through the water had twisted the trinket around, where it came to be nestled between her folded wings.

	With a bit of difficulty, Myranda managed to untangle the charm and remove it. The dragon seemed upset, and became more so when the door was opened to allow the healers back in. Without the charm to protect her, Myn was quickly put into a deep, harmless sleep. After a final, stern exchange of looks, Myranda lifted the little dragon and took her leave. Outside, Deacon gave her a hand with the sleeping creature.

	"Might I ask what the problem was?" Deacon wondered.

	"A few days ago, Myn managed to chew this little ornament off of a helmet she separated from its owner. I gave it to her as a necklace, but apparently it had some sort of enchantment," Myranda explained as the trio moved back to her hut.

	The dragon was set on Myranda's bed.

	"Would you mind if I had a look at that charm? If it was able to ward off our spells, it must be quite powerful," he said.

	She shrugged and handed it to him. Even before it dropped into his hand, he assured her that it was the work of an Entwellian. Looking it over only confirmed it.

	"Yes. Yes. I know the man who invented this technique. I believe he is still about if you would like to meet him. Well, in time you will meet everyone," he said, before returning it to Myranda, who affixed it to the sleeping beast's neck.

	"What do you do for food here?" Myranda asked. Right now she was a mass of hunger and anger, and she had to do something before one or the other overcame her.

	"Oh, of course, you must be famished. This way. I'll join you. I haven't eaten yet," he said.

	Myranda was lead out of the hut and along a well-worn path. Around the hut she had been given were a dozen others just like it, simple structures of wood with a thatched roof. Young people of every race lingered in the area, each wearing a similar blue tunic. As they continued, Myranda came to realize that the whole of the village, and a sizable one at that, was arranged in small clusters around courtyards with a larger hut at their center. Different groups of dwellings seemed to be populated by different groups of similarly dressed residents. There were people dressed in white, others in black. There were tunics of red, brown, aqua, and yellow. Scattered among them were older figures, some in deep conversation with one another, others trailing groups of younger villagers. If this was a place of learning, as Deacon had said, then these must be the teachers.

	The pair came to a wide, stone-paved road that divided the village down the middle. It ran from the now-raging waterfall to a vast courtyard ringed with short walls. At its center was a majestic-looking structure, the only place she'd seen thus far that seemed to have been built as anything more than a shelter. It had tall, glass windows, a shingled roof, and painted patterns on its walls.

	Myranda was led across the central path and around the rim of the courtyard. The huts around her now were somewhat different to those on the other side of the road. Targets and training dummies could be found in the center of the gatherings of huts. The students in this area wore sturdier clothing than the simple tunics she'd seen thus far, each adorned with various intricate badges and patches.

	Finally she came to a long, curving hut with smoke rising from a pair of chimneys at one side. The walls were covered with windows, and a scattering of the village's people sat at tables within. Once inside, a simple earthenware bowl for each of them was filled with a thin vegetable stew and a coarse loaf of wheat bread was split between them. Myranda made short work of the stew, abandoning a spoon in favor of the bread, dipping and eating. She had messily dispatched half of the bowl in this manner when she realized the attention she was attracting. She smiled meekly when Deacon handed her a spoon.

	"I am sorry," she said.

	"No need to apologize. I am always happy to see a new technique," he said.

	"The last thing I ate was a half-cooked bat and a few raw ones, and I would hardly call them a meal," she said with her mouth full.

	"Ah, yes. Bat. Some of us here see it as a rite of passage to have to resort to bat to survive. There is only a handful who have managed to avoid it. I, alas, have never had the pleasure. Already you fit in better than I," he said.

	She merely smiled between bites.

	"Correct me if I am wrong, but I believe I heard a few harsh words tossed about behind the closed door. How did things go in there?" he asked.

	"He . . . I . . . That scoundrel has been lying to me since I met him, and now he refuses to set things straight! He tells me if I want it, I ought to find it myself!" she raged.

	"Well, that should be simple enough. It hasn't been long since the three of you appeared, and already some of the elder members have been telling tales of the last time he was here," he said.

	"What do they say?" she asked, taken aback by the sudden source of new information.

	"I am afraid I did not linger long enough to hear the tale. It was Keller doing the recollection. He is a rather narrow-minded member of the warrior school, and all of that hand to hand miscellany just cannot hold my interest. I believe he called him Lain more than once," Deacon recalled.

	"Lain? Then Leo isn't even his real name?" she fumed.

	"Oh, it is . . . well, I don't know that it is, but it certainly could be. You see, Lain is less a name and more a title. The stealth masters tend to attach it to the most prized of their pupils," Deacon explained. "If your friend is rightly called Lain, then he would be the only living one. They are a rare breed."

	"I wish I knew more," she said.

	"I will show you to the library one of these days. You should be able to find something in his records," he said.

	"You keep records?" she said.

	"Of course. Otherwise it would be very difficult to assign credit where it is due," he said.

	The promise of information about the infuriating malthrope was enough to calm Myranda's anger for the time being, and the first bowl of stew took the desperation from her hunger. As she refilled her bowl, she became curious about her newest friend. He was equally curious about her, and the two decided to start what would turn out to be a lengthy question and answer session.

	"When I first came here, you called this place Entwell . . . Entwell Num . . ." She struggled to remember.

	"Entwell Num Garastra," he said. "The Belly of the Beast."

	"That is it. Why do you call it that? And what is this place?" she asked.

	"Oh, well. You see . . . Are you sure you do not know this story? What I am about to tell you is generally the reason people find this place," he said.

	"I came here because I was being followed and Leo promised me safety," she said.

	"Ah, well, then I will enlighten you. You see, long, long ago, people began entering the cave and not returning. Before long, people began to believe there was a creature within that was taking their lives. Periodically, a hideous roar would serve to support that theory. So it became a test of skill. The king of . . . Ulvard at the time, called upon the strongest warriors and mages to rid the kingdom of this foul beast," he said.

	"I do know this tale! The cave we just went through . . . that was the cave of the beast!? I never would have let him take me in if I had known that!" she said, flustered.

	"I am told it is clearly marked," he said.

	"We rode by a number of signs on a horse. I didn't have time to read them, and the rest were worn and faded," she said.

	"Well, the finest warriors, wizards, and adventurers the world had to offer began to file one by one into the cave. The first to return with the head of the beast would be hailed for all of time as the greatest warrior that ever lived. Now, it became clear to each individual adventurer that it was the cave itself, and not some beast, that had taken all that had come before, but that epiphany usually came moments before they joined the fallen.

	"Eventually, a remarkable wizard by the name of Azriel found this paradise. She felt that if there was a beast in that cave, then this must be its belly. She was going to turn around and return to the outside world to tell the others, but she needed time to recover. As the days turned to weeks, she fell in love with this place. In time, a second warrior made it through, and then another, and then another. This place became a village populated by the best of the best. With each new arrival, the knowledge pool increased. Now we live to teach, and we live to learn. Unfortunately, in the last few decades the flow of fresh blood has slowed to a trickle," he said.

	"Yes, well, these days we have found a much more efficient way to rid ourselves of our finest men and women," she said.

	"I assume you speak of the war. So the war is still on? Good heavens, the last new arrival was over thirty years ago and he assured us that the north was on its last legs," he said.

	"It has been for some time. Somehow we still manage," Myranda said with a sigh.

	"I wonder how the army has managed to . . . one moment, we have a visitor," he said.

	Myranda turned to see a dragon, mostly gray with a slightly lighter shade on his belly, push the door open. To her surprise, the creature was only a bit larger than Myn, perhaps as large as a mastiff.

	"Solomon, this is Myranda. Myranda, this is Solomon--I was telling you about him," he said.

	Myranda crouched down and began to scratch the dragon on the head the way she knew Myn liked.

	"You didn't tell me he was just a little baby," she cooed.

	Rather than the joyous look that Myn tended to give, Solomon wore a very stern look on his face. Deacon wore a look of concern.

	"Myranda . . . Solomon is among our eldest and most sage wizards," he said.

	"Oh. I . . . I am sorry. It's just that, oh my, he is so small. I didn't know," Myranda said, mortified.

	The dragon turned to Deacon and began what must have been a conversation. Solomon spoke in a near inaudible series of low hisses, guttural growls, and slight movements. Deacon did the courtesy of answering in northern dialect, so that at least she could follow half of the conversation.

	"Yes, she did bring the other dragon in. . . Well, we had to do some reconstruction on the legs of the other newcomer and she was protecting him from the healers. . . I would have, but Myranda here was closer, so I asked for her help first. . . Yes, she did," he said, turning to Myranda. "Unprecedented, by the way--I've checked. You and your friends are the first to ever enter this place after the falls had given way."

	He turned back to the dragon and continued.

	"Yes. . . As a matter of fact, I was able to test my temperature restoration spell on her. . . Well, clearly she is. . . Oh, it is not that dangerous." He turned to her. "You feel well, correct?"

	"Yes," she said, made a bit nervous by the direction the conversation was taking.

	"There, see? . . . I do not know." He turned to her one last time. "Do you speak any languages besides the northern one?"

	"I am rather well-versed in Tresson," she said.

	Solomon's reptilian eyes rolled. He let a harsh, grating hiss loose that startled Myranda. His mouth then yawned wide and cracked and snapped as he tested its movement.

	"Of the two . . ." he said in a very harsh but understandable voice. Another hiss, twice the intensity of the first, was released before he finished the statement. "I prefer Northern."

	After clearing his throat, the dragon's voice was smoother. It was deep, but not outlandishly so, and resonated with power. There was an unquestionable sense of authority in his words. His tone was steady, and there was a slow deliberate cadence to his speech.

	"Where did you discover your dragon?" he asked.

	"I was in Ravenwood. It was beginning to snow, and there was a cave nearby. I ventured inside for shelter. I didn't know that there was a dragon inside. Then a second one arrived and they began to fight. I blacked out, and when I awoke, Myn was on top of me," she explained.

	"Then she is wild-caught. Have you trained her?" he asked.

	"Whatever she has learned, she has learned on her own. And I did not catch her. She followed me. I tried to get her to stay, but when I found that her mother and siblings were killed, I couldn't bear to leave her," Myranda explained.

	Solomon gave her a long, calculating stare. Finally he spoke.

	"Send her to me first. I want her before any others," he said. "And I want to meet the dragon when she awakes."

	With that he turned and marched out of the eatery. Deacon leaned close to Myranda.

	"This is a great honor. Solomon has chosen you as a pupil. I myself had to endure more than three years of training by lesser teachers before he would see me," Deacon said. "I see great things in your future. Which reminds me. Now that I know that you did not come here as a test of skill, I wonder, what skills have you to test?"

	"What do you mean?" she asked.

	"Are you a warrior of any sort?" he asked, quickly pulling out the book from his bag.

	"No. I can use a short sword and a dagger, but I don't like to," she said.

	"Well, that is going to change. Now, magic. Anything?" he asked.

	"I just got through learning a bit of healing magic. What do you mean 'that is going to change'?" she asked.

	"A healer? Excellent! We do not get many new healers, and even fewer that are native to the north," he said.

	"What were you saying about the warrior part changing?" she asked again.

	"You are required to pass a few basic weapon-handling and combat trials, aside from whatever magic you may wish to learn. We like to be complete. The northern side of the village is what we call the Wizard's Side. As a healer, I assume you will be spending most of your time there. Here in the south side of the village, Warrior's Side, you will be learning a bit of combat theory and master three types of weapons at the very least. It is the minimum required physical instruction," he said.

	"I don't want to learn that. I hate weapons. I hate the war! If I learn how to kill people, I become a tool of the war like the men and women who have been forced to squander their lives in the pursuit of ending other lives," she said.

	"I don't think you will need to worry about that. You see, we won't be letting you kill any of us, and you are not likely to encounter anyone else. It is entirely academic," he said. "So, what sort of healing have you learned? Our healers tend to specialize in--"

	"You are talking as though I am never going to leave this place," she interrupted.

	"Very few of us ever do leave," he explained matter-of-factly.

	"Am I a prisoner here?" she asked.

	"In a way, but not because of us. That waterfall is blocking the only semi-safe means of egress, and it stops its flow for only a few days every few months. When the falls have relented, escape is possible, but . . . well, for most of us there is nothing for us outside. Here there is comfort, safety, and enough knowledge to live a long, full life learning and perfecting it. I, for one, have never even become curious about the outside," he said.

	"You have never been outside of this place?" she said.

	"As I mentioned, we have not had a newcomer in more than thirty years, and I am only twenty-five. I was born here," he explained. "Frankly, being outside would be unbearable to me. There is so much to do here. So much that needs to be done. If I had to worry about things like the war or where my next meal was coming from, I would never get anything done."

	"That seems sad to me," Myranda said.

	"There is no need to pity me. If you are through eating, I would like to show you around this prison you are so sympathetic about," he said.

	She agreed and the two were off.

	 


Chapter 20

	Out of habit, Myranda braced herself as they left the dining hut, ready for a blast of cold, but none came. Anywhere else that Myranda had ever been would still have patches of snow at this time of year, but here it was heavenly. The air was cool, the breeze was mild.

	There was something majestic about the waterfall to the west as it fell from ledge to ledge along a sheer cliff, finally reaching the ground to bathe a corner of the valley in its fine mist. The whole of the village was in a vast, half-moon-shaped valley. The curved side was composed of the cliffs of the mountain. On the other side, the ground dropped off sharply. Beyond that was ocean. The end result was a sparse village spread out over a piece of land the size of a large city, nestled in a notch cut into the endless forbidding seaward-face of the mountains. They were far too high to be seen by a passing ship, and Myranda had heard tales of the rough seas that plagued the east coast of the continent. It was no surprise that none had ever seen this place.

	None, of course, but the people who now lived here. In a way, the people made the place all the more wonderful. In the north, there was naught but a mass of gray-cloaked forms. No faces, no conversation, just a cloak marching along, stopping here or there to spread the latest word of the war. Here, there was more than the scraps left by a war that had picked the populace clean. There were men, women, and children of all ages. More incredible, there were examples of virtually every race. Peoples she'd seen only a few examples of in her life were plentiful. Stocky dwarfs, graceful elves, and many she'd never seen before. Each spoke their own tongue, filling the air with a symphony of different languages. When approached, some were too busy, but most would offer a hello. Deacon would translate as pleasantries were exchanged, and they would be off.

	Their wanderings took them to the Wizard's Side once more, and Deacon began to explain the different areas. There were the yellow-clad novices studying wind magic as a specialty. The people wearing aqua, most lingering near a small lake on the eastern edge of the village, were water wizards and their students. Those dressed in brown were focused on earth magic. Fire apprentices and instructors wore red. The white tunics belonged to healers, and those in black were the war wizards, black magic users.

	When someone recognized Myranda as a newcomer, they would sometimes approach her and make a few remarks in their respective language, and Deacon would explain the circumstances of her arrival.

	They were engaged in just such a conversation when they were rudely interrupted. Deacon had begun to brag about the spell he had cast on Myranda again, prompting more than a bit of concern from the white-robed elf he was talking to, when a pixie of some sort flitted up and positioned herself directly between them. She began to speak in an agitated manner. Her voice was musical, and the language was bizarre. It rose and fell in tone like the work of a talented flutist.

	"All right, all right. Calm down. Yes, this is Myranda . . . Myranda, did you ask to be placed under Solomon's tutelage, or did he ask you?" Deacon asked.

	"He asked me," she said.

	"There, you see . . . Well, I don't know. Let me ask her . . . She cannot answer directly because she speaks Northern . . . Oh, it is not a vulgar language," he said.

	"It is. Listen to me. I sound like an animal," the tiny creature said, shifting languages abruptly.

	"You sound just fine. Myranda, this is Ayna. She recently earned the position of Highest Master of Wind Magic," he said.

	As he spoke, Ayna was darting around Myranda, inspecting her from all angles. Myranda tried to turn to face her, but the fairy just flitted in another direction in a blur.

	"You don't seem to be anything special," she said.

	"I never claimed to be," Myranda replied.

	"Still, Solomon has been at this for quite a while. He ought to know a prime pupil. It is just like him to snatch up the first good one in years. I want her first," Ayna declared.

	"I'm afraid Solomon made it quite clear. He was to have her before all others," Deacon said.

	"So I'll challenge him," she said. "Why should he get to influence the newcomers with his element and prejudice them against mine?"

	"He holds seniority over you. He can take his pick of any student," Deacon said.

	"Fine. I want her next. Immediately. I mean it, as soon as she passes his trial, that day I want her in my grove for her first lesson," Ayna said.

	"I'll mark it down," Deacon said.

	"See that you do. And you, Myranda. Don't let all of that fire nonsense cloud your mind. Air is the true essence of this world. Oh, and do ask Deacon here to teach you a decent language. It must be awful to be confined to this wretched little dialect," she said.

	In a flash she was gone.

	"What just happened?" Myranda asked.

	"It would seem you are caught in a little power struggle. That makes two of the Highest Masters who have demanded you be passed right to them. This is a huge opportunity for you. If you pick things up quickly, you can trim years off of the path to mastery! Outstanding!" he said.

	"Air magic, fire magic. I never said I wanted to learn anything like that. All I ever wanted was to heal people," Myranda said.

	"Don't worry, you'll have your white magic training. It is actually the smallest of our areas of study. Not many white wizards found it necessary to experience trial by beast," he said. "But, in addition, we require that you reach at least a basic understanding of all four elemental magics. I believe I mentioned that."

	"I am not sure I like her. Ayna, I mean," Myranda said.

	"That's all right. By the time you're through with her you will be quite sure that you don't like her," he said.

	"How comforting," she said flatly. "What are these buildings?"

	Deacon looked about.

	"Well, this hut is the home of Caloth. He is an apprentice to Twila right now. She is one of our few dedicated white wizards. That is the hut of Milla. She is fresh out of elemental training and working on her first steps into purely black magic," he said.

	"Why do you allow black magic here?" she asked.

	"Why wouldn't we? It is a vast and highly developed field," he said.

	"But it is evil," she said.

	"Oh, no. Magic is a tool. It is no more evil than a hammer or a saw. I see you are confused, and understandably. You see, there are as many different interpretations and classifications of magic as there are languages and peoples in this world. This can cause difficulty when there is a clash in the way magics are understood between Master and pupil. As a result, we have chosen one set of classes that we feel is most accurate and made it standard," he said.

	"Go on," Myranda said.

	"Well, black magic is first. Quoting our founder, 'Any procedure of non-elemental origin that directly manipulates mystic energies with the expressed and sole intention of damaging or destroying a physical or spiritual form shall this day forward be known as black magic.' It is the mystic equivalent of a sword. It is only evil if it is used for evil, though I have been told the more common use of the phrase black magic in the outside world is as a blanket term for acts of evil through magic. Granted, it is the area that lends itself most readily to dark intentions," he said.

	"Then white magic is the opposite? It heals," she said.

	"'Any procedure of non-elemental origin that directly manipulates mystic energies with the expressed and sole intention of healing or enhancing a physical or spiritual form shall this day forward be known as white magic,'" he quoted.

	"Then why do you have people who specialize in fire and air?" she asked.

	"Well, the pure magics are specifically non-elemental. Thus the four elements, in our system at least, are considered separately. Within each elemental class, spells are said to have white or black alignments if they are most commonly used to help or hurt, respectively. Either that or they are considered neutral, or gray," he said.

	"Gray?" she asked.

	Deacon tugged at his gray tunic.

	"My specialty. In the words of our founder, 'Any procedure of non-elemental origin that directly manipulates mystic energies with no clear intention or ability to purely aid or injure shall this day forward be known as gray magic.' This is simultaneously the largest and most neglected of the classes of magic," he said.

	"Why is that?" she asked.

	"Well, gray magic is very much the basis, as well as the next logical extension of, all other magics. As a result, it is very intuitive, and all other wizards know at least a bit of it. A person who devotes his life to the study and development of gray magic is something akin to a chef who specializes in boiling water or a poet who specializes in punctuation. No one will deny the importance of the area, but few will call for work to be done to improve it," he said.

	"Why did you become interested in it, then?" she wondered.

	"It wasn't the subject that interested me, it was the practitioner. We had only one wizard who was at all versed in the complexities of gray. His name was Gilliam, and he seemed to have devoted his life to being as different from the rest of the world as possible. He was something of a scoundrel. You see, illusions are included in my area, and they were his forte. He could make it appear that he had done anything. Cure the sick, summon creatures, even raise the dead. None of it was real, but he made it seem so long enough to make off with the reward for solving the problem at hand.

	"He entered the cave in hopes of conjuring up an illusion of the mythic beast so that he could chase it outside to kill in the view of all around, thus stealing the position of the world's finest warrior. He became lost on the return trip and ended in this place. Before long, he began to irritate the other people here. When I was growing up, I found him to be the most entertaining thing in my life. By the time I was old enough to know why he had no respect among us, I was already hopelessly addicted to his brand of magic," Deacon reminisced.

	"Have you managed to add any respect to the field?" Myranda asked.

	"I am only twenty-five. Gilliam died six years ago--and, unfortunately for me, he never recorded a single page of his methods. He resented the lack of respect that the others showed his work, so he kept his ways secret. Over the eight years that I studied under him, I managed to memorize the majority of what he had to teach, and I have been spending the years since his death scribing everything he taught. I have barely had time to develop a single spell of my own," he said.

	"That spell you used on me, to help me after I got out of the water. What about that one?" she asked.

	"That is one of mine . . . well, a variation on one of his. It is a specialized form of transformation," he said.

	"Why does everyone seem concerned when they learn you tried it on me?" she said.

	"Oh, don't listen to them. They want to chide me about the fact that I have been toying with the idea for so long. Also, transformation was the spell that killed Gilliam. Well, transubstantiation," he said.

	"What!?" she gasped.

	"Relax, I worked out the fatal flaws. At least, I think I did. You see, he used a full change in his version of transformation, and I use a shift. The difference is that when you cast a change, you must cast a counter spell to change back. When you cast a shift, the transformation ends when the spell ends," he said.

	"What happened to him?" Myranda wondered, more than a bit disturbed at the potentially fatal spell she had been used to test.

	"I'll show you," he said.

	Myranda swallowed hard and followed as he led her to a small hut in the seaward portion of the village. Beside it was a statue, immaculately carved, of an elfin gentleman with his hands out. Hanging from one hand was a gold chain with a rather rough-cut crystal mounted in it.

	"Behold, Gilliam," he said.

	"A statue was made of him? Or . . ." she questioned, slowly realizing the truth. "Oh my goodness . . ."

	"He wanted to show me how a man could change himself to stone and back again. He succeeded at half," he said. "Poor fellow started to change before he finished the spell. He foolishly cast it in the wrong order. As a result, he did not include the ability for his new form to store his consciousness, so when the change occurred, his soul just drifted away. I could change him back--I have discovered the method--but I would merely be bringing back his corpse. I thought this was a more fitting memorial," Deacon said.

	"It's so sad," she said.

	"Indeed. At any rate, his death left us without a gray Master, so the task fell to me," he said, "and it has consumed me ever since. I have seldom been asked to aid with the research of others, and I have never had a student. This is my life. Please, come inside."

	He pushed open the door to the hut and the pair entered.

	As soon as Deacon and Myranda crossed the threshold of the hut, a series of crystals mounted in lamps flared to life, filling the interior with light. Inside, there was a single room that resembled Wolloff's tower, in that it was utterly filled with books. Unlike the tower, though, there was order. All of the books were stored on shelves, the titles clearly inked, though in another language.

	Vials and canisters were stored in a separate shelf with the utmost of care. In one corner, there was a bed that looked as though it hadn't been used in a week. At the center of the room was a desk with a crystal for light, an open book, and the only chair in the room. The immaculate room was in stark contrast to its resident. Deacon's dark brown hair was in a constant state of chaos. His clothes were in a terrible state of disrepair, and the side of his left hand was apparently permanently stained with ink.

	He walked up to his desk, where a book with blank pages lay open.

	"This is your hut?" she asked.

	"Indeed it is," he answered as he led her inside. "Oh, no."

	"What?" Myranda asked.

	"I failed to refill the ink. I have to write at least a dozen pages over again," he said, selecting a canister from one of the shelves.

	"What do you mean? How could you fail to notice that you had run out of ink until after you'd written pages?" she asked.

	"Oh, I wasn't writing in this book, I was writing in this one," Deacon explained, pulling the ubiquitous tome from his bag and laying it on the table.

	Myranda gave a long, confused stare.

	"Watch," he said.

	First, he refilled the ink. Next, He opened the book from his bag and pulled the stylus from behind his ear. After flipping through his book to see that there were far more than a dozen pages to be recorded, he found the first page and began to trace over the first word. As he did so, the quill on the desk rose up and dipped itself in the ink. It then floated to the blank page and began to duplicate the strokes made by the original. Deacon reached into his pocket with his free hand and withdrew the crystal. Clutching it briefly, he removed his hand from the stylus. Without skipping a beat, the stylus continued tracing over the words on its own. He stood back with a smile as the words from the page were transcribed automatically.

	"Had I been bright enough to keep the ink bottle filled, this would have been finished just a few moments after I had stopping writing in my travel book," he grumbled.

	"That is incredible!" she said.

	"If that is incredible, then you are quite easily impressed. I was able to perform that particular feat when I was twelve years old," he said, putting the crystal away.

	"Twelve!? When did you start learning magic?" she asked.

	"Shortly after I was born. As a matter of fact, my first words were an incantation. I believe that it was . . . Oh, what did they tell me? Illuminate. I would babble the words over and over and the little crystal that they had given me would start to glow," he said.

	"This is a wonderful place," Myranda said, walking about and looking over the books.

	"Now that I can agree with," Deacon said, turning to make certain that the page automatically turned as it should.

	"Did you write all of these?" Myranda asked.

	"Well, I wouldn't say that I was the author, but I put ink to my former teacher's ideas," he said.

	"And they are all on the same subject?" she wondered.

	"Well, different shades, but all gray," he answered.

	"Then why are the titles in different languages?" she asked, as she leafed through a book to discover a language that she absolutely could not identify.

	"Oh, that. Well, as you have no doubt noticed, very few people here speak the same language. One of the policies of our founder requires each resident of Entwell to learn to understand each and every other language. In this way, everyone may speak whatever language that he or she is most comfortable with without fear of being misunderstood. I, for one, was fascinated with the different tongues. Language became something of a hobby for me, and I am Entwell's unofficial expert on it. To stay sharp, I alternate which language I use with each book," he said.

	"But I speak Northern and Tresson. I was unaware that there were different languages to be had," she said.

	"Perhaps not now, but our village has existed for six hundred years. Until the war started, there were eleven languages in common use on this continent alone. The language known as Northern was originally called Varden. It was spoken in Kenvard and Ulvard, though the Ulvardians spoke a different dialect. Vulcrest spoke a language called Crich. The eight kingdoms that make up the Tressor region spoke nine different languages prior to joining together.

	"Then there are the small continents to the east and their languages. And, of course, the dead languages. There are a handful of non-spoken languages, as well. Finally, there are the beast languages. All told, there are no less than thirty, and I know them all," he said.

	"You should be proud," she said.

	"I am," he said.

	Myranda was mystified by the number of books as she looked around. Wolloff had had his share, to be sure, but these were all hand-written by Deacon himself. The amount of work it must have taken was mind boggling.

	"I have only been to two libraries. One was in a monastery to the west of my former hometown. The other was just recently in the tower of a wizard called Wolloff. This puts Wolloff's collection to shame, and rivals the monastery," she said.

	"It is not a contest. This is merely how I have chosen to fill my days," he said. "Now as for--"

	There was a knock at the still-open doorway that interrupted him. It was one of the many men that Myranda had seen milling about in the village as they were walking earlier. He delivered some sort of handwritten message to Deacon, who thanked him in what must have been his native language. After reading the note, he folded it and placed it in his pocket.

	"Well, the time has come. The Elder wants to see the newcomers now. Let us not keep her waiting," he said.

	 


Chapter 21

	"We will have to awaken Myn and bring Leo," Deacon explained, leading Myranda out the door. "The Elder will need to see them as well."

	"Who is the Elder? Why do we have to see her?" Myranda asked.

	Deacon answered as they walked.

	"The Elder is the most learned member of our ranks. She represents the very wisest and balanced of the Masters, and is one of only two Archmages. She is essentially our leader, making sure that all relevant decisions are well-made. She will determine what skills you and your friends have, and what training will suit you best. In fact, despite the fact that Solomon and Ayna both chose you to be their student, the Elder must be the one to allow it. If she thinks poorly of the choice, then you will have to work your way through the ranks like everyone else," he said.

	The two reached Myranda's hut, where Myn was still sleeping. Deacon focused a brief flash of concentration on her and she was immediately awake. She thanked Deacon by pouncing on him once again for being too close to Myranda. With the dragon keeping the pair carefully separated, Deacon and Myranda sought out the healer's hut, where Leo was just testing out his freshly repaired legs. Myn scampered about him while Myranda gave him a stern look.

	Finally, the group entered the large hut at the center of a very large courtyard in the middle of the village. Inside it was solemn as a church. Unlike the crystals that gave light to the other huts, this one was lit entirely with flickering candles. At the back of the room, in a simple wooden chair, was the woman who could only be the Elder that they spoke of. She did not appear very old, but one glimpse of her told of a wisdom that would have taken two lifetimes to gain. She was dressed as simply as the others; only a gold-colored sash draped about her neck made her stand out. Her hair was gray and pulled gracefully back behind her shoulders. She was clearly elfin in nature, with a tall, thin physique and distinctive ears.

	The only other occupants of the room were a handful of men and women who were busy at various tasks, mostly involving large leather-bound books.

	When the three stood before her, Deacon introduced them in yet another new language. Myranda bowed when she heard her name. Leo stood firm when his was spoken. Myn had locked her gaze on the Elder the moment she had seen her, and refused to look away. The little dragon must have sensed something about her, felt her power, and was entranced by it. The Elder surveyed the trio with a measuring stare. Finally she spoke, her voice clear and confident. The language matched that of Deacon.

	"The girl will be a fine wizard. Her mind is strong and her heart is pure. The malthrope may go. I am satisfied with his past accomplishments here. Allow him whatever he requires to further himself. The dragon is still young. Her potential is great. See that she is brought before Solomon. And prepare them. I want each ready with the coming of the blue moon. They must witness the ceremony," she decreed in her complex language.

	Leo, clearly understanding her words, took his leave, while Myranda stood confused.

	"Just one moment! I will not stand for this!" came a gruff voice from the door, shattering the solemn environment. He, too, spoke the strange language.

	Barging into the hut was a dwarf. He wore a look of anger on his bearded face. Every inch of him seemed to be covered in a thin layer of dirt, as though he had spent the day rolling around on the ground. His clothes were brown, though a few shades darker than the tailor had intended, and he was brandishing staff that appeared to be nothing more than a tree root with an unrefined crystal tangled at one end. Myn quickly positioned herself between the intruder and Myranda as the dwarf launched into a rant.

	"I will not let this stand! Ayna has just come to me grinning that infuriating grin and twittering about this new student of hers, and how after Solomon finishes with her, she will see what real magic is. I had heard of no newcomers, and my underlings had seen neither hide nor hair either. So, I ask you, why would two of our Masters be anticipating a student that had not had even the most rudimentary of earth training? Because I am being passed over!

	"None of you have ever given Earth magic the respect it deserves, and now you have gone to ridiculous lengths to hide the new students from me for the duration of their training. And what is she doing traipsing about with Deacon? He is not even a part of the curriculum!" he raged, all without Myranda understanding a word.

	As Deacon began describing the situation to the angry wizard, the other people in the room began gathering up their things and slowly filing out. Myn was growing increasingly upset and sticking close to Myranda. Ayna flitted into the hut and joined the argument in her melodic language. Her words, whatever they may have been, seemed to compound the dwarf's agitation.

	Throughout the outpouring of anger, Deacon continued to do his best to mediate, speaking the language of the Elder. The majestic woman merely sat, calmly surveying the fray. Solomon stalked into the hut to add a final voice to the heated debate. Myranda found herself lost in an angry symphony of different languages. Deacon's expression was one of helpless concern as his words grew more desperate in tone. Finally, he stepped away from the other three, who had been essentially ignoring him since the beginning. Approaching Myranda, he struggled to make himself heard over the din.

	"I think you and I had best take our leave," he said, Myn too concerned with the bellowing of the others to object to his presence.

	"You'll get no arguments from me!" she replied.

	The trio walked briskly out the door, with Myn nearly crashing into the doorway rather than take her eyes off of the fray long enough to see where she was going. Once outside the door, she wedged herself between Myranda and Deacon once more and spread her attentions between him and the noisy hut. When they were just barely midway to the end of the courtyard, Myranda stopped and attempted to question the odd spectacle that they had just witnessed.

	"Oh, no. Not here. We will discuss it at the edge of the courtyard," he said, hurrying her along.

	"Why so far?" she asked as Deacon urged her to a near sprint.

	"Located within that hut are four of the finest wizards to have ever lived. When tempers run high, magic users tend to punctuate their sentences with spells," he said.

	"Is it dangerous at--" she began, cut off by sudden and intense shift in the earth beneath her feet, nearly throwing her to the ground.

	The trio stumbled to the edge of the courtyard. When they had first approached the open area at the center of the village, Myranda had noticed the succession of short, thick, stone walls that ringed the yard. At the time she found them curious, but now the purpose was clear. The trio took shelter behind one as the shaking earth grew more violent. It was quickly joined by a vicious tearing wind that might have lifted Myn from the ground had she not dug her claws into the earth.

	Myranda peeked her head over the wall to see what was happening to the hut. The supports for the walls were creaking and giving way. Shingles from the roof were torn free by the wind and swirled about without touching the ground. They were soon joined by whole sections of wall. Before long, the whole of the hut had been reduced to splinters and was whirling about in the air. At the center of the maelstrom, just barely visible through the thrashing debris, were the wizards.

	The dwarf was waving his staff about, causing pillars of stone to burst from the ground like fangs. Solomon had taken to the air, the savage wind more than enough to keep him aloft without the need to flap his wings. As he struggled to remain relatively stationary and dodge the flying shards of wood, he seemed to be spraying flames at an indistinct and fleeting target that could only be Ayna. The flames twisted and turned unnaturally in the wind, following their target like a serpent. The Elder was still seated in her chair, utterly unaffected by the chaos surrounding her. Though the ground was heaving like an angry ocean, she remained motionless, and the gales of wind failed to cause the slightest flutter in her clothing.

	Slowly, she rose from her seat. She raised a hand and instantly order was restored. The wind ceased, causing a rain of debris. The waves of earth froze in place, reducing the once-flat yard to a cluster of rolling hills. Solomon dropped to the ground.

	The Elder spoke. After a few sentences, the other wizards departed; Solomon approached Myranda and the others, while Ayna and the dwarf returned to their respective places of study. As the dragon traversed the courtyard, the hills and stone spires receded into the ground. The scattered debris rose silently into the air and gathered again in the form of the destroyed hut. The cracks and breaks took on a bright glow before rejoining into the walls and posts that they had been minutes before. In seconds, it was as though nothing had occurred. The hut was whole and solid, the courtyard was pristine and undisturbed, and the men and women were returning with their books.

	#

	The speed at which the madness in the Elder's hut began and ended seemed to come as a surprise to Myranda alone. Solomon, none the worse for the experience, stood before them as though nothing had happened at all. As he did so, Myn stretched and strained her neck to gain a better sniff at the creature that seemed so familiar. She refused to give up her faithful position at Myranda's side, but was more than eager to learn more about the gray dragon. Solomon obliged her by stepping near enough for the young dragon to inspect him more thoroughly. For a moment, Myn's curiosity overcame her over protectiveness, as she did not treat this new creature as a threat.

	"How did it go?" Deacon asked.

	"Reasonably well. Myranda will still be allowed to come under my instruction, provided that each of the others has the same opportunity," he answered, choosing Myranda's language for her benefit.

	"Reasonably well!? What about the quaking ground and the whirlwind? That was chaos," Myranda replied, dumbfounded.

	"No more so than our last debate," Solomon said.

	"This has happened before?" Myranda said, mystified.

	"It is not an altogether uncommon occurrence," he answered.

	"I would say that anytime Ayna and Cresh--he would be the malignant dwarf who began the hostilities--get together, the result is fairly similar to that little display. I must say that you were more active than usual. What managed to raise your ire?" Deacon asked.

	"Ayna was particularly condescending on the subject of those races best suited to magic. I decided to illustrate my effectiveness," he said.

	"Did it do any good?" Deacon asked slyly.

	"I singed her a bit. The message ought to be clear," Solomon said.

	With that, the dragon turned his attention to Myn. The pair of beasts engaged in a rather unique conversation. There was much movement by each, but no sounds to speak of. Deacon later explained that the language that dragons are born with is generally exchanged in tones far too low for humans to hear, and precious few of those. The bulk of the information was being transmitted by the movements and postures each assumed. As Myn became bolder, the two began to exchange contact, butting heads and flicking a tongue here or there. Finally, the conversation ended and Myn sat on her haunches, lashing a tail at Deacon, who had apparently ventured a bit too close to Myranda.

	"She is healthy enough. You have treated her well. Bring her to me at sundown. The food that you humans eat is less than appropriate for a dragon. Particularly a young one. I am quite sure that she will appreciate the alternative that I have found," Solomon said.

	"If you like. I am not certain that she will remain if I do not stay with her, though. It seems she only leaves my side to hunt and to protect Leo," Myranda said.

	"If you must remain, then you will. Starting tonight, you are my pupil. You will do as I say," Solomon said. Though his words were ominous, his tone was as steady as it had ever been. He did not speak as a warning or a threat. It was merely a statement of fact. When he had finished speaking, he departed.

	Myranda turned to Deacon.

	"Tonight!?" she exclaimed.

	"Solomon does not sleep in the same way that you or I do. He tends to most of his affairs at sunrise and sunset, with sleep coming during the day as often as night, or sometimes not at all for a week," he said.

	"But why so soon?" she asked.

	"I suppose he has a special interest in you. In very short order, the whole of the village will share that interest. No one has been assigned directly to a Master since we made the distinction between the different levels of expertise centuries ago, and now you will be apprenticing to four!" he said.

	"I am not sure that I am ready," she said.

	"By rights, you should be years from ready. That is of no concern of yours, though. Whatever difficulties you may experience rest squarely upon the shoulders of Solomon now . . . Are you all right?" Deacon said.

	Myranda's head was reeling, and she appeared unsteady.

	"This is all moving so quickly," she said. "I barely know where I am, and now I am going to be a student to a Master wizard. People are fighting over me. I just . . ."

	"Calm yourself. You have time. There is no pressure. The pace is yours to set. It may seem overwhelming now, but it will all be routine. In time, you will be quite comfortable with it. I wish that I could sympathize with how you are feeling, but this is the only world I have ever known. Tell me, how can I help you?" he asked.

	"I just don't know. This place . . . how can I do what you want me to do?" she said.

	"Myranda," he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. "It will be all right, I--oof!"

	Myn gave Deacon a sharp butt in the stomach with her head as a punishment for his physical contact, sending him stumbling backward to the ground.

	"Myn, no!" Myranda scolded.

	"It is all right. It is all right," Deacon groaned. "My mistake. Solomon was right, though. She is quite healthy."

	He struggled back to his feet and led her back in the direction of his hut. When they had reached it, he led her inside and had her take a seat.

	"You are nervous because you do not know what to expect. I can understand that. I, however, do know what to expect. I have done it all before. Just relax and I will try to put your mind at ease," he said as he sat upon the desk before her.

	"What is Solomon like?" Myranda asked.

	"Oh, Solomon is a fine teacher. I feel he is one of the best that we have. He is very knowledgeable. Northern is not his best language. Here and there, you may find him struggling for words, but it simply is not feasible for him to expect you to learn to understand one of his preferred languages. I would not worry about him. Sol has got the patience of a saint. He is very forceful, though," Deacon said.

	"Forceful?" Myranda asked.

	"Yes. He is far stronger of body and mind than he may appear. As a result, when demonstrating something, he may do it far more roughly or powerfully than is necessary. Solomon teaches very seldom, so he has difficulty familiarizing himself with the fragility of his student. You may think that he is angry with you, but I assure you, you will not see him angry. He is merely subjecting you to something that, from his point of view, is quite mild," Deacon said.

	"I must say, I do not find that very comforting," she said.

	"I assure you, there is no cause for concern. He has never killed or injured anyone. I have known him all of my life and count him among my closest friends. He is like a father to me," he said.

	"What will be expected of me?" she asked.

	"I am not certain. You are technically a beginner, so you should be expected only to perform concentration drills. However, since you are being skipped to the expert level, you may be given the instruction intended for the more experienced. In that case, you would be tested for endurance, and given more complex spells. At any rate, you can be certain that he will teach you to conjure flame, control its size, and dictate its behavior," Deacon explained. "I am quite eager to see how he will handle the process, however."

	"I thought you said you have been through all of this before!" she exclaimed.

	"I have, but I had to work my way up. Usually a student is already well-versed in a magic by the time they come under the tutelage of the Masters. As a result, all that remains for the Masters to do is survey the skills of the student and administer some sort of test to see that some minimum level of mastery has been met. Then, when the other Masters have done likewise, the student may return to specialize his or her training. Most of us spend only a few days with each Master," he said.

	"Is fire magic difficult?" she asked.

	"It is one of the more taxing disciplines. Generally, the training is saved until a student has built up more substantial reserves by practicing less energy-intensive magics, like wind," he said.

	"So wind magic is easier than fire?" Myranda surmised.

	"Officially, all of the elemental magics are equal. Frankly, though, one may come to a rather respectable level of mastery in the art of wind in half of the time it would take to do so in the others," Deacon said, glancing nervously about. "But do not tell Ayna I said that."

	"What about her? Is she a good teacher?" Myranda asked.

	"Highest Master," he said.

	"Excuse me?" Myranda said, unsure of the reason she had been corrected.

	"She will require you to refer to her as Master at least, but almost certainly Highest Master. Never teacher. After the years she spent climbing the ladder, she wants to be sure no one forgets it. As for her teaching skill . . . it has been adequate for the lower levels. At least, as long as you behave yourself," Deacon said.

	"Behave myself?" Myranda questioned.

	"She is quite the opposite of Solomon. Extraordinarily impatient and enormously temperamental. Dare I say that her only redeeming value is her utterly comprehensive knowledge of her chosen art? She has attained a level of intensity and dexterity that previously existed only in theory. I have seen her untie and retie a knot with the force of air alone. Astounding. And the utter power! The woman can bore a hole through an arm's length of stone with wind!" he said.

	"That sort of power in the hands of someone with a short temper is not the most comforting thought either," Myranda said.

	"Well, the first thing you are supposed to learn as a wizard is self-control. It is perhaps the only lesson Ayna did not excel at. Not to worry, she hasn't caused anyone any grievous harm in years," Deacon said.

	"But she has hurt someone," Myranda said.

	"Not exactly. She was learning some of her more advanced lessons alongside a gentleman by the name of Henrik. It was clear that the teacher was fonder of he than she. That teacher, a woman by the name of Zeln, later said that she found him to be more respectful, and that was why she favored him. Regardless, Ayna challenged him to a duel. They are rare, but not unheard of, and we have procedures regarding them.

	"In a wind duel, the purpose is to stay planted on the ground while you attempt to raise your opponent by wind alone. As Ayna is a fairy and not typically a creature of the ground, the rules were bent to instead say that the winner is the one who lifted the opponent highest. Ayna won, but apparently wanted there to be no doubt in anyone's mind. She lifted him until he disappeared in the clouds, then released him. He managed to bring himself to the ground safely, but the sheer force of the wind that lifted him had torn his clothes off and . . . plucked away every last hair of his body," he recalled.

	Myranda chuckled.

	"Excellent. Your spirits are rising," he said.

	"What about Cresh?" Myranda asked.

	"He is less volatile, but no less infuriating. Whereas Ayna will launch into a tantrum essentially on a whim, Cresh requires a much more specific stimulus. He is passionate in his art to the point of obsession, a trait shared by most of the other wizards here. In his case, he fairly explodes with fury at even a perceived attack on the relevance of his discipline. You may even insult him personally, but if you speak ill of his art, you had best quickly make amends," Deacon said. "And, before you ask, that little display in the village center earlier is about as far as he ever goes outside of idle threat, and he has yet to hurt anyone."

	"Well, that is a relief. And what about water, the only Master I have yet to encounter?" she asked.

	"Oh, yes. Calypso. No worries there. Cally is as easygoing as you please. Lighthearted, clever, funny. You'll love her. Her only fault may be that she can be a bit too playful sometimes. She lives down at the lake," he said.

	"She sounds nice. I wish I was taking her bit first," Myranda said.

	"They are all a treat when you get to know them. I expect that you will be great friends," Deacon said.

	"I notice that you don't seem to be on the list of teachers," Myranda said.

	"Well, as Cresh was kind enough to point out, I am not a required portion of the curriculum. White and black magics are, but the elementals have seen to it that they come first, and you can reach a fairly high level of mastery on their teachings alone. If I am to be included, it must be by your choice, and I am quite sure your plate is full," he said.

	"There may be room for a bit more," Myranda said.

	"What do you mean? You wish to learn the gray arts?" he said, cautiously optimistic.

	"Since I arrived, I have only met a handful of people willing to speak Northern, and only you have done so without expecting anything from me," she said.

	"I don't want you to do this for me," he said.

	"Believe me, I have only the most selfish of reasons at heart," she said with a grin.

	"This is wonderful. This is exceptional! My first student. There is so much to do! I have to prepare a lesson plan, I have to create trials," he said, rising quickly from his seat. "It is such a wide area, I . . . I don't know where to begin!"

	He fumbled through his bag with one hand and felt at his ear with the other.

	"Where is my book? Where is my stylus? What a time to lose them!" he said, fairly in a tizzy.

	"They are on the desk," she said, amused at the stir she had caused.

	"Yes, of course, of course, and at work, too. Blast it, I knew I should have made two of those," he said.

	"I think you are the one who needs to calm down now," Myranda said.

	"Oh, I can't! Not now, not now! This is momentous! This is important!" he said. "Finally an apprentice!"

	 


Chapter 22

	The time passed quickly as Deacon raved about what sort of things he had in store. There was something about his sudden enthusiasm that betrayed similarities between he and Myranda. It was clear that he had been every bit an outsider in his own way as she had been in the outside world. Finally finding someone willing to share time with him seemed to be more than he could handle. The longer they spoke, the clearer it became how deeply involved he was with his studies. As they spoke, they laughed more and more. It was even enough to convince Myn to lower her guard, though she made her presence known whenever he took a step too near to Myranda.

	All too soon, the sun disappeared from the sky. It was time. Deacon led Myranda to a hut near the cliffside, Myn in tow. Unlike the others, which were mostly wood, this hut was entirely constructed of stone. Solomon emerged from within. As he did, others began to appear, most notably Ayna. They formed a wide circle around the scorched ground in front of the hut that could only be the training ground.

	"Why are these people here?" Myranda asked Deacon.

	"To observe," he answered. "As I have said numerous times, this is a first. In Entwell, anything out of the ordinary is of great interest to us."

	"Ignore them. Sit, and concentrate," Solomon instructed.

	Myranda took a seat on the ground. Myn mistook this for a sign that it was time to praise her, and fairly climbed atop her. A few "words" from Solomon caused her to grudgingly move to the side.

	"What are the words?" Myranda asked.

	"Words?" Solomon replied.

	"I need to know the words of the spell before I can concentrate on it," she said.

	A murmur swept through the group of observers. Deacon covered his face with his hand and shook his head quietly. Ayna was less subtle. She laughed an obnoxious, piercing laugh.

	"Incantations! The girl only knows incantations!" she said breathlessly.

	As calm as always, Solomon explained their reaction.

	"Once a student has moved beyond the level of beginner, incantations are rarely used," he said.

	"They are the work of children and fools!" Ayna chimed in.

	"What else can I do?" she asked.

	"Concentrate and I will guide you," the dragon said.

	Myranda clutched the locket about her neck. It had mercifully not been lost during her plunge into the icy water. She had only just closed her eyes when Solomon's powerful voice asked her to stop.

	"Let me see that," he said.

	He had not changed his tone at all, but for some reason the merest request from this creature was like a firm demand from any other. He approached and put two of his finger-like claws behind the crystal, inspecting it closely. Suddenly, he pulled it away. The motion was smooth and steady, but was more than enough to snap the chain that had held it so firmly. Myranda put her hand to her neck and rubbed the welt that the move had caused.

	"Terrible," the dragon stated. "Utterly unrefined. You will work without it today. When you are through here, have a new one made."

	He tossed the gem away. Before it reached the ground, an unnatural breeze caught it up and carried it to be viewed by the ever critical Ayna.

	"Murky as a swamp! Is this what passes for a focus crystal out there these days?" she said, mockingly.

	The dragon sat on his haunches and raised one hand-like paw. A small flame sparked into existence below it.

	"Turn your mind to the flame," he said.

	Myranda set her eyes on the flickering form. Slowly, the world pulled away, and the yellow-orange shape filled her mind. She gathered her entire consciousness about the flame, her mind shifting and turning with the slightest motion of the fire. Time was meaningless in such a trance; hours and seconds were interchangeable. Suddenly, the voice of Solomon broke through.

	"The fire is like a living thing. Once it is born, it requires only food and breath to grow and multiply. It constantly hungers. Can you feel it?" the powerful voice spoke.

	Her instructor's words were far too clear and distinct to have come from the outside world. It was as though he had willed his voice into her mind and mingled it with her thoughts. She pored over the fire with her mind and slowly became aware of a constant and steady draw. The hunger he spoke of.

	"Yes," Myranda said, the effort of doing so nearly breaking the concentration.

	"Feed it," his voice replied.

	At first, Myranda was at a loss. Feed it what? Fire needed wood or oil, something to burn. She had nothing. It mystified her that this flame could even exist, floating in mid-air. What did he mean?

	"Feel the heat," the dragon instructed.

	Slowly, Myranda became aware of a dull feeling of warmth filtering into her mind from the outside.

	"Now feel beyond the heat. Feel it with your mind," he said.

	Myranda probed further. After an eternity, she finally found it. The feeling came like a torrent. It was the energy of the fire. Not the temperature or the light, something deeper than that. Something fundamental. The essence of the fire. Feeling it now was like opening her eyes for the first time. It was a new sense, one she would later find was the basis for all of the magic she would be taught.

	"Just as the fire has an energy, so does your spirit. Look inside yourself. Feel your energy. Control it," he said.

	Myranda turned her focus inward slightly, searching for the same sort of power that she felt in the flame. Gradually, she became aware of an energy within. It wasn't the same feeling as the fire, but it was similar. Controlling the strange power was a challenge. If feeling the essence was like using a new sense for the first time, controlling it was like using a new limb.

	Myranda did not know where to begin. Every minor attempt she made to influence it resulted in an almost random shifting and changing of the power. It was like trying to learn to wiggle her ears. She knew what she wanted to do, but she simply could not manage to do it. Repeated failed attempts were only beginning to give her a sense of the nature of her control over this energy when Solomon's voice broke through for a final time.

	"That will be all for today," he said.

	Myranda brought herself out of the trance. The first rays of dawn were painting the sky orange. Of the crowd that had been watching her, only Deacon remained. He was mid-yawn, book in hand, as always. Myn was sleeping beside her. The night of strong thought had taken its toll. She was feeling the bizarre lack of will that had always followed her practice sessions with Wolloff, but to a far greater degree. Her body was affected by the hours of sitting motionless in the cold of night as well. Both of her legs were asleep and her back was agonizingly sore.

	"We will continue tonight. I expect you to be fully rested," Solomon said. "In the meantime, I would like to take Myn to be fed, but she will follow more willingly if you join her."

	Myranda tried unsuccessfully to get to her feet, discovering in the process that her left hand was extremely tender for some reason. Deacon approached to help her, but Myn snapped into wakefulness and kept him at bay. Myranda leaned heavily on the dragon to stand. It soon became clear that the dragon would not be able to keep her standing alone, and reluctantly Deacon's aid was accepted.

	"I have never been so tired," Myranda said.

	"Well, this style of magic is a bit more taxing on the mind. Also, you were not using a crystal. Tomorrow we will give you a training one," he said.

	"Why does my hand hurt?" she asked, casting her blurred vision to her hand. It was red and irritated.

	"I had warned you about that. When Solomon asked you to feel the fire, he placed your hand a bit closer than he ought to have. Your trance was strong enough to overlook the pain. That is admirable," he said.

	"In the three months that I have been at this, I have never felt so--" Myranda began, only to be cut off by an excited Deacon.

	"Three months!" he interjected.

	"Yes, I had told you I had only had a bit of white magic training," she said.

	"Around here 'a bit of training' is two years, minimum. You have demonstrated a depth and quality of concentration vastly disproportionate to your level of training," he said, rummaging through his bag to retrieve his book. He hastily scribbled something down in it as he repeated his last words incredulously.

	"Have I?" Myranda said. In her current state of mind, the act of forming a sentence was an incredible effort. Comprehension was impossible.

	"I will meet you at the arena. Just follow Solomon," he said as he rushed off toward his hut.

	With the support of Deacon's arm so suddenly gone, Myranda nearly tumbled to the ground. Thankfully, Myn rushed to the faltering side to shore her up.

	The pair made their way unsteadily to a bizarre sight. There was an enormous circle of crystal on the ground, perhaps one hundred paces across. At three points along the edge, there were spires of the same crystal, each elegantly carved from bottom to top with various runes and symbols. The crystal was clear as water, perhaps with a tint of blue. Solomon was waiting at the edge.

	In a few inaudible words of his language, he summoned Myn, who would only leave Myranda's side when the wavering girl had taken a seat on the ground. Then the two dragons stepped onto the crystal surface and swiftly vanished. Myranda struggled to decide whether what she had seen had actually happened, or if her ailing mind was playing tricks with her eyes. She was still working at it when Deacon carefully sat beside her, holding a steaming cup in his hands.

	"Drink this," he said as he handed her the cup.

	Myranda took the cup and carefully put it to her lips. The flavor was powerfully bitter, though after the long, cool night the warmth felt good going down. Almost immediately, she felt her mind clearing. It was as though a fog in her mind was being lifted. A few more sips and she felt almost herself again.

	"This is incredible. What is it?" she asked him.

	"A special tea made from the leaves of a plant that bears seed only during a full moon," he said as he opened his book and flipped to a blank page.

	"I feel as though I could endure another night of training," she said.

	"You may feel that way, but the tea only restores your mind, not your mana. Your spirit is still spent. To restore that, you would need the seeds of the plant, or more so its dew," he said, carefully adding a heading to the page that prominently bore Myranda's name.

	"Will I be taking this tea after every training session?" she asked.

	"I am afraid not. As a rule, it is best to recover naturally," he said.

	"Then why have you given this to me now?" she asked.

	"Because I am a profoundly impatient man at times," he said.

	"Impatient for what?" she asked.

	"Knowledge about you," he said.

	"Why me?" she asked.

	"Simple. Your performance today. I have seen people who have had three years of training and were happy with what you have managed. You have had only three months! Such a natural predisposition toward magic is not unheard of, but it is extremely rare. We can only attest to having three here in our history, and only one that we witnessed. People with your uniqueness are still an enigma to us," he said.

	"My performance today was awful. I failed," she said.

	"You failed to affect the fire, perhaps, but you learned to sense essence and you began to manipulate your own. Those two skills are the sole benefits of our beginner's training, which normally takes five years! You've nearly completed them on your first day!" he said.

	"Then why would . . ." Myranda began as she turned back to the strange sight before her. Suddenly, she remembered what was occupying her mind before he appeared. "What is that? And why did Myn vanish?"

	"Oh. That is the crystal arena. To my knowledge, it is absolutely unique in the world. We found the single largest deposit of focus stone in existence when we came here, and in the years that followed, we crafted this. Within it, magic is effortless, concentration is unnecessary, and you will feel no draw on your own mana. Solomon uses it as a hunting ground. Our founder, Azriel, makes her home there. She conjures up a forest and Solomon hunts down--well, that," he said, indicating three large bags of fish that were being carried to the arena by people in red tunics. Once placed within the arena, they too vanished.

	"Azriel transforms the fish into whatever prey Solomon would like and he hunts and eats his fill. I expect now Myn will receive the same treatment," he said. "Now, if you don't mind, Myranda. I have some questions for you."

	"Ask," she said, taking another sip from her tea.

	As the sun climbed in the sky, Deacon proceeded to ask Myranda to summarize her life, beginning with birth. As she spoke, he faithfully recorded the details. Before long, Myn emerged from the arena, clutching a fish in her mouth. She dropped it to the ground and sniffed it with confusion, as it had not been a fish when she was inside of the arena, but soon decided one meal was as good as another and presented it to Myranda in exchange for the usual reward. Myranda suggested that they take a break to cook the food, lest she seem ungrateful to the dragon, but Deacon merely snapped his fingers and the fish was instantly cooked to a turn.

	It was well into the morning before Deacon was satisfied with his answers.

	"Excellent, truly excellent. You should head off to bed. I have got to go over your life story and compare it to our notes on prodigies. Also, I will see to it that when you awaken you will have a crystal. Would you like it in an amulet as before, or in a staff? As a beginner, I would recommend the staff. It will give you something to lean on," he said.

	"Whatever you think is best," she said.

	"Excellent," he repeated, as he walked eagerly off to his work.

	"Wait! Don't you ever sleep?" she asked.

	"Not if I can avoid it. Tremendous waste of time," he said.

	Myranda trudged wearily to the hut she had been provided with, dragon in tow. She pushed open the door and readied herself for bed. When she had climbed in, Myn joined her as always, but she did not go to sleep as she usually did. She had, after all, been sleeping most of the night while Myranda was busy with her training. For several minutes, she fidgeted and shifted restlessly. Finally, she took a long sniff at the air and jumped down from the bed and pushed open the window shutters.

	"What is wrong, little one?" Myranda asked.

	Myn took another long smell and looked longingly into the distance. It didn't take long for Myranda to figure out what the creature wanted.

	"You want to spend some time with him," Myranda said.

	Myn seemed to give a quite spirited answer to the affirmative. The little dragon had been quite affectionate to Leo when they were traveling together. It was only natural she would desire his company in this place.

	"He cannot be trusted, you know. He lied to me and did terrible things," Myranda warned.

	The dragon was unswayed.

	"Go," Myranda said.

	She had not even finished the syllable before Myn disappeared out the window and scampered off. Myranda pulled herself from the bed and closed the window. When she returned to the bed, she dropped quickly off into a dreamless sleep. Usually she would have been disappointed to be without dreams, but judging from the horrible nightmares she had been having, this was a blessing.

	#

	Myranda's eyes opened heavily to the fading rays of the sun as they flowed through the open window. Myn had managed to pull the shutters open and let herself in, or she had been helped. At any rate, she had nestled atop Myranda at some time during the day.

	The girl rose from bed and dressed. Fresh clothes were a welcome change to the life she had been living of late, though pulling on her worn boots was all too familiar. She briefly considered asking for something better, but so much had been done for her already, she decided against it.

	As she stepped outside and felt the cool dusk air, Myn jumped down and followed her. She closed the door and decided to have some breakfast just as soon as she could remember where the food was served. Deacon appeared and walked eagerly up to her as she wandered in what she believed was the correct direction. The young man's face held the telltale signs of a sleepless night, but he seemed none the worse for wear. Indeed, he seemed to be just as excited as he had been the night before, if not more so.

	"Good evening, good evening. I trust you slept well," he said.

	"Indeed, I did. Did you sleep at all?" she asked.

	"Heavens no! Too much to do. Sleep can wait. Come this way. I have something for you to do," he said.

	"I was actually looking forward to breakfast," she said.

	"Breakfast? Oh, of course. I suppose I had better eat as well, lest I forget again," he said.

	The pair took a meal with Myn more than a little distracted by the constant flow of words from Deacon's mouth. He scarcely took a moment to swallow, so eager was he to speak.

	"I compared what you told me about yourself to the records we have of the others. The prodigies. It seems clear that there is most certainly a familial influence. Your parents were each uncommonly intelligent. Likely, had they tried their hands at magic, they would have excelled as well. I must say, though, in reviewing your story, I found a few points puzzling. You say just before you entered this place, you discovered that Leo was not what you had thought him to be," he said, taking advantage of her answer to slurp a few hasty spoonfuls of the stew.

	"Yes. I recognized his voice as the man who had captured me and killed those men in front of the church. A crime that I was to be blamed for, no less," she said.

	"And, yet, immediately afterward, you followed him into the water. You followed him into what must have seemed to be certain death despite the fact he had revealed that all you knew about him was a lie," he said.

	"Yes," she said.

	"Well, then. You either have incredible intuition or terrible judgment. Not to offend you, of course. Clearly it was the correct decision and you ought to be commended," he said.

	"Thank you, I suppose," Myranda said.

	"I checked up on him. Asked around. Those that can remember him, and there are precious few, all agree on two points. One is that his name isn't Leo. No one is quite sure what his name is, but it is certainly not what he has told you. Leo, it turns out, was a student that was being trained at the same time. In what I am sure is no coincidence, his disposition was strikingly similar to that of your friend prior to your discovery of his deception. He was a human, and has since passed on," Deacon said.

	"I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. All else had been a lie, why not that as well?" she said. A thought came to her mind. "Why are there so few that remember him?"

	"That is another thing I was puzzled about. Your friend completed several years of training and left this place seventy years ago, roughly," he said.

	"Seventy? No, that is impossible. I cannot tell precisely how old he is, but he does not look old by any means," she said.

	"Oh, on this there can be no doubt. It is one of the few things about him that we have recorded," he said.

	"But how can you be sure it was his record you found," she asked.

	"It was labeled 'Unnamed Lain,' and bore his description. Also, the two wizards and three warriors who remember him all quote that as the approximate time," he said. "He is also the only malthrope we have trained."

	Myranda shook her head in amazement.

	"Unbelievable. With each passing moment, I realize how much less I know about him than I thought. And now I am fairly trapped in the same town as he, and I cannot even catch a glimpse of him, let alone get him to speak," she said.

	"This really means a lot to you," he said.

	"I trusted him. I just want to know what manner of person betrayed that trust. I just want to know that there is something about him that is as good and pure as the person he claimed to be," she said.

	"I won't lie to you. Between his skills and his seniority here, if he does not wish to see you, he won't," Deacon lamented.

	"I've come to realize that," she said.

	"He need only answer to the Elder at this point," Deacon said.

	Myranda finished her meal as Deacon, having already choked his down as quickly as possible, waited impatiently. The moment she was finished, he led her off in the direction of a cluster of huts on the other side of the village--as always with Myn in tow. Outside of the huts were piles of wood cut to all variety of sizes. The smoke belching out of the chimney of one hut could have only meant that it was the blacksmith's, while another hut, the one that they were to enter, merely had longer, more slender pieces of wood outside to hint at its purpose. Inside was rather well-lit against the now stiff darkness of the night by the array of crystals that not only lined the walls, but lined shelves and display cases as well.

	A man and a woman, each so like the other that they could only be spouses or siblings, could be found inside. Each wore an odd pair of lenses mounted on stalks on their heads. The woman was at the back, carving a design onto a staff, while the man was nearer to the front, cutting a notch into a larger piece of wood before roughing the rest out into a staff shape. Both were short and stocky, certainly dwarfs. The man had dark hair and a well-groomed beard. The woman was slightly shorter and looked to be a bit younger.

	"This is Myranda. Myranda, this gentleman is Koda and the lady is Gamma. They are our resident staff-makers," Deacon introduced.

	Koda put down his chisel to shake her hand and offered what sounded like a cheery greeting in whatever odd language he called his own. Gamma looked up and smiled before continuing her exacting work.

	"We will require a training staff and crystal for this young lady," Deacon said.

	Myn watched curiously as the stout fellow selected several staffs from the racks that lined the wall and handed them to Myranda one by one. Deacon translated the artisan's questions, which all had roughly to do with how each piece felt, whether she liked the weight, and whether she preferred one thickness or another. Myranda was mostly at a loss for how to answer until Deacon explained that she ought to choose one as though she were choosing a walking stick before hiking.

	Once the appropriate staff was chosen, Koda took some measurements of Myranda's height and arm length with a knotted rope, shouting said measurements to his partner, who called them back without looking up. When Myn decided he had come too close and moved in to back him away, the dwarf apparently found it absolutely hilarious, as he laughingly recounted the event to his partner, who swiftly joined in the laughter.

	"What is so funny?" Myranda whispered.

	"He had a dog that would do the same thing," Deacon answered.

	"Ah," Myranda replied, failing to see the humor in it.

	Still laughing, Koda took the chosen staff to a case of gems and selected one, carefully fitting it into the staff. He then handed it to her and informed Myranda by way of Deacon that, based on her preference and the measurements, a custom one would be made over the course of the next few weeks.

	Myranda looked down at her weapon. It had a dark brown, slightly red color, and was carved along its length with runes similar to those that had formed the spells Wolloff had taught. The crystal was mostly clear, though there were veins here and there that were a bit milky. It was slightly smaller than her fist. Much larger than the one in the locket that Wolloff had given. From end to end, the tool was a bit taller than shoulder height.

	"Excellent choice. Now, if you are ready, it is time for your second day with Solomon," Deacon said.

	The trio found their way to the training ground where Solomon was waiting. Deacon took a seat at the edge of the stone circle on the ground where the teaching took place and readied his book. Myn gave a dragonish greeting to her fellow creature before taking her seat faithfully beside Myranda. With the crystal of the staff on the ground in front of her, she awaited the flame to be conjured before her. No sooner had it been done than she slipped swiftly into the trance.

	With the aid of the crystal, it took a fraction of the time that it had taken the day before. Everything about it was more vivid. Sensing the essence of the flame and of her own spirit before had been like flailing in the dark in comparison. Now she could sense things about the strange energy she had been oblivious to the night before. It was as though they had a color and a texture that she had missed last time. What's more, they were not alone. Every inch of her surroundings had a power to it. The air, the earth, and particularly the other people. As her gaze strayed from the flame, she marveled at the galaxy of different auras that surrounded the people of the village. When Solomon began prompting her to do so, she tried to manipulate her own power and found its reactions to be a degree more intense.

	"Do not manipulate your essence as a whole. Separate a part of it," his voice directed.

	Slowly, she willed some small part of the power she felt within her away from the whole.

	"Now. Sense the power that the fire feeds on. You must feed the fire," he said.

	With her new, clearer view of the energy, Myranda could certainly detect the power being drawn into the flame. Though manipulating her own energy was still new and unpredictable to her, she tried and tried until she found the swirling ball of spirit changing its nature, becoming more like that which the flame yearned for.

	"Excellent, now bring it to the flame," he said.

	With the merest thought, she guided her mystic concoction to the flame and was nearly startled out of concentration. The fire leapt up, many times its size and many more times its heat. At the same time, she felt an odd draw on her essence. It was a unique feeling, to be losing this strength that only the day before she did not know she had. The draw was steadily growing more intense as the fire shrunk. By the time the burden stabilized, the fire was barely more than an ember floating in the air.

	"The flame is yours now. Do not lose it," he ordered.

	Myranda pushed herself to provide more. Almost imperceptibly, the flame began to return. In time, it returned to the size the dragon had conjured. Maintaining the size of the fire was unbearable, like carrying some vast weight. Not only her mind and spirit, but all of her body seemed taxed by it. Beads of sweat formed at her temples, her hands began to shake.

	The draw quickly became unbearable. It seemed days, weeks, a lifetime since she had begun. When she had no more to give, Myranda relented. The fire, floating in air before her, fizzled and died. As the trance lifted, she saw that it was still night. Though she felt that this lesson had taken a great deal longer than the last, it had in reality been less than half the length.

	"That will do for now. Rest if you must, practice if you can, but come here fully refreshed tomorrow," Solomon said before retiring.

	Myranda, despite the massive increase in effort, felt far more herself now than she had the day before. The staff really had made quite a difference, at least in the cost of the spell. To be sure, the world still seemed to be shrouded in a haze, and thinking was difficult, but she was able to climb to her feet and walk with the aid of the staff. Deacon approached her, but now that his help was unneeded, Myn judged him unnecessary and forced him to keep his distance.

	"That is a respectable endurance for only the second lesson," he said.

	Myranda thanked him, shaking her head in an attempt to clear the cobwebs that were hanging about her mind. He continued to talk, but she found it difficult to focus on his words and walk at the same time. In fact, she had taken fifty steps or so before she realized Deacon had repeatedly been asking her where she was headed, and she did not know the answer.

	"Where do you suggest?" she asked.

	"If I were you, I would head home to meditate until I had a bit more of my wits about me," he suggested.

	"Meditate?" she asked.

	"Oh, of course, how can I be so foolish? You have not been taught to do so. It is quite useful, I assure you," he said.

	Deacon escorted her to her hut and pulled a chair before hers.

	"If you can manage it, I need you to gather your focus enough to sense your own essence again," he said.

	"I shall try," Myranda offered.

	She sat in her chair and focused about the gem. It required a fair amount more effort than last time, but soon enough she was aware of the mystic energies again, both outside and in.

	"Do you feel the energies of your surroundings? Good. Now, let them flow through you. Let them become one with you. Simply relax your body, mind, and spirit, and let the outside flow in. Blur the line between yourself and your surroundings," he said.

	Myranda tried to comply. Her mind was still struggling--but then something strange happened. As the energy around her began to mingle with her own, she could feel her strength returning. It was slow, very slow, but noticeable. While she recovered, she "looked" at the essences around her.

	Before her, she could see the strong pure light of Deacon's spirit. Weaker, but still pure, was Myn, beside her. The spirits of the wizards and warriors of this place speckled her mind in a galaxy of different hues and intensities. In the distance, she sensed one that was different. She focused on it. This new way of detecting the world was different from seeing, though. She "saw" all around her. Above, below, behind, each and every direction was visible to her at once, with distance seeming inconsequential.

	As she trained her mind on the peculiar essence in the distance, it seemed to draw nearer and grow more distinct. It was subdued. Intense and yet restrained, as if consciously reigned in and pushed down. On the surface, it appeared no more powerful than the others, but deep beneath there was a fundamental strength that seemed to continue inward eternally. It could only be Lain.

	After a time, she decided she had recovered enough, pulling her mind from its focus and lifting herself from the meditation.

	When her eyes opened, the change was remarkable. She almost felt normal, as though the training had not occurred. It was difficult to say precisely how long the meditation had taken, but Myn was asleep on the ground beside her, meaning it had been at least a number of minutes. She looked across to Deacon. He sat cross-legged on the chair, his hands folded about his crystal, and his head down. As she stood, now steady enough to forgo the staff for aid, the dragon stirred and gave an angry stare at the still-present intruder. Myranda shook her head and decided to pull Deacon from the meditation as well.

	"Deacon. Deacon, I am finished, thank you. It was quite helpful," she said.

	The young man did not stir at all.

	"Deacon?" she called.

	In answer, Deacon released a raking snore and rolled his head slightly to the side. Myranda chuckled. She knew he needed sleep. Myn backed away cautiously at the noise, then moved in close to investigate. As the dragon realized that Deacon was asleep, she decided upon a proper method to wake him. She opened her mouth, ready to deliver a motivating bite on the leg.

	"Myn, no!" Myranda reprimanded. "Deacon is my friend. He is not going to hurt me or even try to, so you really should be nicer to him."

	The dragon let a short, sharp puff of air out of her nostrils and took on a sulky demeanor. Partly because she was scolded, but mostly because this meant she would have to share Myranda's attentions with another. This was something Myn was becoming very impatient with. Deacon's crystal slipped from his fingers and rolled past Myranda, who turned to pick it up. Myn seized the opportunity and gave Deacon a swift snap with her tail.

	"Ouch!" Deacon exclaimed, waking with a start.

	"Myn!" Myranda yelled, turning to see the dragon strut away with a decidedly satisfied look on her face.

	"Quite a lash on that one. Now I'll have to be careful around both ends," Deacon said, yawning and rubbing the sore area.

	"I think you should go get some sleep," Myranda said, handing him his crystal.

	"Oh, no, no, no. I couldn't sleep now. That meditation seems to have done you well. Perhaps you would join me? I have someone who I think you will want to talk to," he said, the sleepiness slipping away the instant he remembered what he had in store for her.

	"I suppose I am up to it, but are you sure you are?" Myranda asked.

	"Of course! Come along. We really ought to see him before dawn," he said, ushering her out the door.

	 


Chapter 23

	As the trio walked, Myn reluctantly walking beside Myranda rather than between her and Deacon, Deacon's excitement became contagious.

	"What is it you have up your sleeve?" she asked, as she was led to a portion of the village that had a small stand of trees. It was deep within the Warrior's Side.

	"Well, you have been permitted immediate Master-level training in all of our mystic disciplines, so I got to thinking. If it is agreed you have this remarkable propensity for magic, perhaps you will do equally well in combat. After all, you told me your father was a particularly successful soldier," Deacon offered.

	The smile left her face.

	"I don't want to fight, Deacon," she warned.

	"Now, now. Hear me out. I managed to coax the Elder into granting you the Master-level trainer of your choosing. We have a great many. I intend to introduce you to each and every one until you find the one you feel you might want to spend a little time with," he said.

	"I have no interest in learning how to hurt people. I want to help people," she said.

	"That is fair enough. I can respect that. It is an important thing to have value for life and the quality thereof for all living things. Still, there is a bit you could stand to learn. Particularly from some of our more senior experts," he said, urging her on.

	"No. I don't want to," she said, remaining firm.

	"Please. Just talk to one. Just one. I think you will change your mind," he said.

	Myranda sighed and continued on, slightly annoyed that the excitement she felt had been for something she found so hideous. As she approached a tall, thickly-leafed tree, Deacon motioned for her to stop. She studied the tree, which seemed awfully healthy for the time of year. If not for the unnaturally pleasant weather in this place, the tree would be a sparse husk.

	"I have a student here for you," Deacon called into the near-pitch-black branches.

	"No," answered an all-too-familiar voice.

	"You know that when you were sworn as a Master, you were to take on at least one apprentice in order to pass on some small part of your knowledge. It is our way," Deacon reminded him.

	"Not her," the voice said, startling all but the dragon by coming from behind them. Both humans turned quickly to see the malthrope casting a vicious look at Deacon.

	Considering that such a short time ago he was near death, he was in remarkable condition, though from his posture, some injuries were still nagging him. His clothes were the same tunic as most of the others, but his was black. In the darkness of the night, sheltered by the shadows of the trees, he could take two steps back and disappear from sight.

	"I am afraid that she is presently our only student not currently engaged with another Master, and you are the only Master not tutoring at least one student," Deacon said.

	"And if I refuse?" he said.

	"I had a word with the Elder. She informed me that if Myranda chooses to study under your tutelage, you are honor-bound to provide it. You took the oath," Deacon informed.

	Now Myranda understood. This was the only way that she would be able to learn the truth from the one she knew as Leo. Deacon was helping her to force him to listen.

	"You still owe me an explanation!" Myranda demanded.

	"Do not do this, girl," he warned.

	"I choose him," she said.

	"You have made a terrible mistake," the malthrope fumed.

	"I have had enough of the lies. It is worth it to hear the truth," she said.

	"Excellent. Superb. I will inform the appropriate people. As a Master with an apprentice, you naturally have access to any resources you find necessary to teach. Myranda, on those days that you are not overly taxed by your lessons in magic, you will report here and take lessons in combat from our skilled expert. I will leave you two to get better acquainted for now and get some much-needed rest," Deacon said, walking away with a grin.

	The malthrope and the girl exchanged long, angry stares. Myn was aware of the tension, and confused by it. This was the first time she'd had the two of them to herself since they left the cave, but they were not the same. For a time, there was silence, but it was broken when the warrior turned back to the tree.

	"Where do you think you are going?" Myranda demanded.

	"I came here to restore my strength. I intend to do so," he said, fists and teeth clenched.

	"You owe me the truth, Leo--or whatever your real name is," Myranda said.

	"What makes you think I owe you anything?" he fumed.

	"I trusted you, and you betrayed that trust," she said.

	"That is no fault of mine. If you place your trust too easily, such can be expected," he said.

	"You have been lying to me since you met me," she said.

	"What does it matter?" he said.

	"I saved your life!" she said.

	"And I saved yours. You would have been dead if I hadn't brought you here. Those Elites are relentless. If you go where they can follow, they will follow. They would have captured you, brought you to their superiors, and made an example of you," he retorted. "You saved my life once, but by bringing you here, I have saved you a thousand times over."

	"Why then? Why save me if when you first met me it was you that wanted to capture me? And why did you release me?" Myranda asked.

	The malthrope turned away.

	"You have done nothing to earn what you seek, and you have nothing to offer in exchange. Were I you, I would become accustomed to mystery," he said.

	"Don't do this to me, Leo," Myranda said, almost pleading. "My life has been so empty. So uncertain. You know everything about me. The fate of my home town. The fate of my family."

	"Seek sympathy elsewhere," he said emotionlessly.

	"I don't want your sympathy. I just want answers," she said.

	"Why do you want to know? Do you really think that knowing the truth will make you happier? I assure you, it never does," he said.

	"I don't care. I must know what you really are. I must know what you wanted with me, why you captured me, why you let me go, why the Elites were after you. What is your name?" she said. "I cannot bear the secrets any longer. If I must earn the right to know, then I shall. I will do anything. Just tell me what," she said. "I am asking you for so little."

	"Are you?" he said.

	The creature stood silent and cast a judging stare. After some thought, Myranda could see that he had come to a decision. He reached behind him and revealed a dagger. Myranda was a bit unnerved, but held firm. He then tossed it in the air and caught it expertly by the tip, pointing the handle in her direction.

	"Take it," he said.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"Take the weapon," he ordered.

	She did so.

	"Now use it," he said.

	"How?" Myranda asked.

	The malthrope pulled up his sleeve and clenched his fist.

	"No," she said, dropping it to her side.

	"Cut me," he said.

	"Absolutely not," she said.

	"You said that you would do anything. Draw a single drop of blood and I will tell you every detail," he said.

	Myranda froze. This was what she wanted. She approached him, gripping the dagger firmly. It was a simple thing. Just a cut. It needn't be a large one, either. Just enough to show blood. She passed those words through her mind again and again as she tried to muster the strength. She put the blade to his arm and took a deep breath. Just a little pressure. Just a tiny push. Her hand was shaking. Finally, she dropped the weapon to the ground.

	"There, you see? It isn't in you to hurt another. Just as it isn't in me to reveal myself. If you truly expect me to betray who I am and tell what you wish, then I expect you to do the same," he said. "That is fair."

	"You are cruel," she said.

	"I am just. And to prove it, I will offer you a second chance. Show up for training tomorrow. I will be your opponent. For every solid blow that you land, I will answer a single question," he said.

	"I don't want to hurt you," she said.

	"I doubt that you could, even if you wanted to. But if you do not wish to receive my training, then have that obsequious wizard of yours tell the Elder that you waive your right," he said.

	Myranda turned away in disgust and left the creature behind. After a dozen or so steps, the lack of constant clicking footsteps behind her drew her attention. As she looked back to find Myn, in the darkness of the trees, she could just barely make out malthrope crouching, scratching the dragon's head. A moment later, he seemed to vanish from sight and the dragon came prancing to her side. Myranda crouched to scratch her head as well.

	"I wish I could see him as you do," she whispered.

	The sun was beginning to rise, which, in her new routine, meant soon it would be time for bed. After a swift detour to Deacon's hut to affirm that he indeed was asleep, Myranda found herself with time to herself without her guide. She walked about, trying to clear her head before she retired for the evening. Here and there, a curious villager would stop to speak with her, sometimes willingly speaking her language, other times lacking the patience to do so.

	Those who did speak to her seemed to treat her as a novelty or oddity, except for the handful who were her age, who had feelings ranging from thinly veiled jealousy to outright resentment. Mostly, though, she was ignored. Everyone here was passionately pursuing one interest or another, and they found in that pursuit all that they needed. By the time morning had come in earnest, Myranda had gone to bed, drifting off to a troubled sleep.

	#

	General Trigorah paced across a courtyard. There were soldiers here, standing at attention, but they were Demont's men, not her own. Cold eyes stared at her through slits in face-concealing helmets. She long ago had come to the conclusion that these men obeyed her not because they respected her or because of any chain of command, but because Demont had instructed them to do so. The fact made her uneasy in their presence.

	The doors of the low, stone building before her creaked open. A pair of individuals stepped out. The first was Arden. There was a dash of confusion and impatience mixed with his usual expression of mindless cruelty. Beside him was a young woman, one who Trigorah was unfamiliar with, clutching the halberd. She nodded at the general as she dropped a bag into Arden's hand with the telltale jingle of coins.

	"Excellent work as always, my good sir. I do so enjoy our associations. Keep your schedule open. I expect we shall need your services again quite soon," the woman remarked.

	"What're you lookin at, elf?" Arden barked at Trigorah as he passed.

	"You are wanted inside," the young woman remarked to the general, ignoring the outburst.

	General Teloran shrugged off Arden's glare and stepped inside, beginning her long trek downward. This was one of the various "deep forts" that the other generals were so fond of. All but the topmost level was below ground. Staircases were placed at alternating ends of each level, making the journey downward and upward a long and time-consuming endeavor by design. Wall after wall of cells passed by her as she descended deeper. Finally, she came to the final door and opened it.

	Inside, she found a tall, pale woman dressed in a black cloak embroidered with sigils of unquestionably mystic origin. In her hand was a silver rod, embossed in a manner similar to the cloak and topped with an expertly-cut gem. At the sight of her visitor, the woman's face lit up with an almost manic look of excitement.

	"General Trigorah, so good of you to come quickly," the woman said.

	"I try to be prompt, General Teht," Trigorah replied.

	Teht was unique among the other generals in that Trigorah did not dread dealing with her. This was partially due to the fact that General Teht, despite having been a general at the time Trigorah was promoted, was not granted the same royal privilege that the other generals enjoyed. As a result, Teht was Trigorah's one fellow general that could not give her orders. Another reason was that she was, in many ways, Trigorah's mystic counterpart, sent to the far corners of the kingdom on tasks not unlike her own.

	"Well, on this occasion I am most appreciative, as I've something quite exciting that I need to be off to. After all of these blasted trips south, I've finally been given something important to do," Teht declared enthusiastically.

	"South? You've been south? How far?" Trigorah asked.

	"Far enough. It seems as though that is the only place they send me. And always for the same reasons. Training. Give these spells to the casters on the front lines. Go have a word with that necromancer we've got down there . . ." Teht wearily complained.

	"So they have been sending wizards to the front lines. I've been telling Bagu that a few well-placed magic-users could make an enormous difference," Trigorah said. "How have they been fairing?"

	"Adequately. Status quo. Regardless, they've got me on a new project now. I'll be helping Demont and Epidime with something. Something major . . ." the general rambled.

	This was almost certainly why Teht was not given the same level of seniority as the other generals. She had a habit of speaking vaguely about things that were clearly intended to be high-level secrets. It showed a staggering lack of military discipline that often made Trigorah wonder how she could have ascended to such a position.

	"So I shall be spending my time in that mountain fort Demont keeps. You know the one. I shall have my own underlings. This is what I have been waiting for!" Teht continued.

	"I am pleased to hear it. When you were at the front line, did--" Trigorah pressed, eager for fresh news.

	"Never mind that. I've got your new orders here. I'd say they'll be keeping you busy. Epidime will be loaning this fort to you so that you can carry them out. I believe you'll be getting a few of the wagons and your pick of the latest set of draftees to patch up the holes in your Elites," she interjected. She handed Trigorah a thick bundle of pages.

	"Elites are drawn from veterans, not--" Trigorah began.

	"Yes, yes. Whatever the source, you have your pick. I'm off," she said, raising her staff.

	Before Trigorah could object, Teht spoke a sequence of arcane words. Recognizing them, General Teloran hurried through the door and closed it. A moment later there was a thunderous clap. When the door was opened again, Teht was gone and the sparse furniture of the room had been hurled to the corners.

	Trigorah had witnessed the spell only once, and fortunately from a safe distance. She could not be certain what it was that she had seen that day, but two things were certain. The spell allowed its caster to travel great distances quickly, and it left the departure point in a terrible state. She'd since made it a point to retreat at the sound of those words. It was a technique that Bagu and the others tended to use only under great duress, but Teht used it at every opportunity.

	Such impulsiveness was a sure way to an early grave.

	Trigorah righted a chair and the table and set her orders out. They were familiar, and rightly so. She had written them. It was the list of citizens likely to have had an opportunity to make contact with the sword. The only additional information came in a single page added to the end of the report. Just a few simple words:

	In addition to current tasks, revise list and detain all identified individuals for questioning, release pending the acquisition of the sword.

	"All identified individuals." There were dozens, perhaps hundreds, and since she'd delivered the report, the Undermine had become involved. She scanned the pages again. Shopkeepers. Patrons of taverns and inns. Most of those she'd found were bystanders. Not that it mattered. She stowed the instructions with trembling hands. Orders were orders . . .

	#

	Back in Entwell, Myranda stirred. Despite her efforts to the contrary, the one who had betrayed her trust infiltrated her dreams. There was so much about him that conflicted. He had taken the lives of the soldiers with grim efficiency, yet he showed naught but tenderness toward the dragon. He knew precisely how to manipulate her. Even before she had told him about herself, he had known exactly what type of person she would have opened up to.

	Such thoughts and images taunting her throughout the day shook her from sleep far sooner than she would have liked. The sun was only nearing the horizon, but there was no hope of going back to sleep now. She looked for Myn, who was missing again. She could be in only one place, but Myranda couldn't bear to face him right now. But perhaps there was someone else she could speak to.

	Myranda left her hut and headed to the training ground. In the stone home of Solomon, the dragon still lay asleep. The interior of the hut was a very strange sight to behold. The small dragon lay atop a pile of gold just large enough to accommodate him. Here and there, a section of wall was blackened by flame. On a pedestal in the rear of the cave was a large, clear gem that looked to have been pulled directly from the ground without the benefit of a gem-cutter's chisel. The room had the same earthy smell that she had found curious in the cave where Myn was found. Myranda tapped him. The creature's eye pulled slowly open and identified the intruder.

	"It is not yet time for your training," he managed without lifting his head.

	"This isn't about my training. It is about me. Why did you choose me?" she asked.

	"You will have time for questions later," he said, closing his eyes.

	"No! Please, I need to know now," Myranda begged.

	He opened his eyes and craned his long neck into a more attentive position.

	"It was intuition. Partly my own, but mostly Myn's," he said before a long, silent yawn that gave Myranda a clear view of his teeth.

	"Myn's?" Myranda asked.

	"You claim to have been present at the unfortunate circumstances surrounding the creature's birth. After speaking with her, I believe that this is so. The fact that you are alive today speaks of something that is special about you," he said.

	"Why? I thought that she had merely sought out the only thing that had a heartbeat," Myranda said.

	"I am sure she did, but a dragon, even at birth, is quite capable of identifying others of its kind. There are times that a parent cannot be present at the time of the hatching. When that happens, wounded prey is left as food for the creatures. When Myn found you sleeping, this is what she should have seen you as. Instead, she saw you as a guardian. A protector, as well as something to be protected. She chose you. We dragons see more of the world than what our eyes show us. We know things. She saw something in you that day, and I see it as well," he said.

	"But what? What did you see?" she asked.

	"It cannot be put into words," he answered, "but I can tell you this: she sees it in Lain as well," he said. "And he too was present at her birth."

	"Lain? The malthrope!? He was there!?" she said.

	"Certainly. But that alone would not explain her attachment to him. He too has the spark. I can see it quite clearly. It is stronger than yours. Were he willing, I would have taken him as my pupil all of those years ago. But enough questions. Return at sundown," Solomon said, settling back down for sleep.

	"Yes, thank you, I will," she said, leaving the hut.

	Myranda marched out of the hut and directly to the stand of trees where she had found the malthrope the day before. He was nowhere to be found, but there were tracks from Myn, who must have checked here as well. Carefully, she followed them. They led further into the Warrior's Side.

	Entering it alone made Myranda suddenly aware of how different it was from Wizard's Side. While wizards could often be found in spirited discussion with one another, that trait was compounded here. Men screamed at each other as they voiced their opinions. Here and there, students sparred under the supervision of teachers. There were archery targets and practice dummies populating sizable runs of ground. Finally, she found her way to a simple hut, smaller than the one that had been provided for her. There was not even a door. She approached the opening and was enthusiastically greeted by Myn.

	"Resourceful," the malthrope's voice came from within.

	"I accept your offer, and I want to begin right now," she said, entering the hut.

	It was absurdly austere. There was not even a bed. A cloth was spread on the floor, upon which the creature was sitting cross-legged.

	"Haven't you got previous obligations?" he asked.

	"Solomon is not ready for me yet, and you are," she said.

	"Very well," he said, climbing to his feet and leading her out the door.

	They approached a storehouse. Her teacher entered, returning with a pair of quarterstaffs.

	"Have you ever used one of these?" he asked.

	"No," she said, catching it as it was thrown to her.

	"Hold it with one hand in the middle, the other between the middle and the end," he began.

	After a short demonstration of the correct manner to defend and attack, he instructed her to first prepare herself, then attempt to strike him. She could use whatever method or style she chose, and he would only defend, not attack. After a deep breath, she put her limited knowledge to use.

	It became clear after the first maneuver that this would be a long and grueling road. The malthrope's movements were subtle and fluid. A minor shift of the foot, a tiny adjustment of his staff, and the best attacks of Myranda were thwarted. After each round of attacks, he would offer advice to improve her method. Early in the training, Myn was concerned by the fact that the two people who meant the most to her were trying to hurt each other. Very shortly, she calmed, perhaps because she understood that he was trying to teach Myranda, or perhaps because Myranda seemed unable to do any harm.

	By the time the sun had set, Myranda was nearly exhausted. She had learned to handle the weapon, and understood its use fairly well, but had made no progress in successfully attacking the teacher. As the darkness of night fell about them, she knew it was time to turn to lessons in magic. Myranda took her leave and headed toward Solomon's hut.

	As she walked, Myn in tow, she realized that she had yet to eat. After the exertion she had just endured, a meal would have been welcome, but there was no time now. She made a quick visit to her hut to retrieve her casting staff and stow her quarter staff before hurrying to Solomon.

	The dragon greeted her and put her immediately to work. After the trance was achieved, she was instructed in the method of "bending the will of the fire." The training was mercifully less taxing, calling for more detailed manipulation, as opposed to the marathon usage of the day before. She learned how to shape the fire and carefully regulate the heat and light it created.

	Solomon seemed pleased with her progress. As a final task before parting for the night, Solomon had her conjure a flame from nothingness, as he had done for her previously. When she managed to do so, he informed her that her training for the night was through and that she should get some rest.

	"At this rate, you will be offered the final test of fire before the week is out," Deacon said, having appeared while she was entranced.

	"Thank you," she said, using her staff to get to her feet.

	"I understand you and Lain have started your training. I am sorry I missed it. Have you shown the same skill in battle as you have in magic?" he asked.

	"Not nearly," Myranda answered. "You called him Lain, as did Solomon. I thought that was just a title."

	"It is. In the absence of a real name, it seems only fitting to refer to him by the title he earned," he said.

	"I suppose I may as well do so," Myranda said.

	"How is your head? Is the magic still taking its toll as severely?" he asked.

	"I've still got most of my wits about me," she said.

	"Splendid. Your endurance is improving. You will need that for the final test," he said.

	"What is the final test?" she asked.

	"Well, you see--" he began.

	"Wait, I haven't eaten yet. Tell me on the way," she said.

	As the trio continued on, they spoke.

	"When any of our Masters are satisfied that you have learned enough, they will administer a test to be sure of your understanding. Each comes in two parts. The first is an endurance trial that will assure that you have the strength to perform the spells that are expected of a Master. The second is the dexterity trial that will assure you have the skill of mind to perform the most complex of spells. Both take place in the same day," he explained.

	"Wait. You mean to tell me that the complex test will be immediately following the taxing one?" Myranda said.

	"Indeed. I think you will agree that is a fine method for determining whether one ought to be considered a Master," he said.

	They spoke while each finished their meal. When they were through, Deacon remarked that Myranda seemed a bit more physically weary today than she had in the past. Myranda assured him that such would be the case from now on, thanks to Lain's lessons. He escorted her to her hut and bid her goodnight.

	The next day passed in much the same way. She arose before sundown, trained with Lain until night, trained with Solomon until dawn, enjoyed a meal with Deacon, and collapsed into sleep again.

	In many ways, it was a far more difficult life than the one that she'd lived before she found the sword. The only trial then was finding enough food and shelter to live comfortably. Here, she was constantly being tested in both mind and body. Yet, she could not say that she was unhappy. As trying as it was to be here, it was a home--her first real one since the days when Kenvard still stood. She had a very real friend in Deacon, and she was learning things. Not simply magic or combat, either. In those times when she was too weary to undergo any of her training, she would sit among the others of the village. Slowly, she was finding that she understood more and more of what they said. By the end of the first month, she found that she could at least follow conversations in nine different languages and make herself understood in a half-dozen.

	One thing burned at her. In Solomon's training, she was progressing, though perhaps not as quickly as Deacon had theorized. Such was not the case with Lain. Her understanding of staff combat was manifold what it had been when she began. She knew that her abilities had expanded vastly, but she had yet to lay a single blow on Lain. Not once did her attack even approach success. It frustrated her to no end that she could try so hard, and he could stop her so easily.

	What bothered her more was how powerful her emotions became when she was attacking. She felt an intense anger that grew with every failed attempt. Lain could sense it and she knew it. There was no outward indication of it, but the warrior could feel the change in her, and he enjoyed it. She truly was sacrificing a part of herself for even a chance to learn what he knew.

	Something changed one day. She had finished yet another infuriating session with Lain and approached Solomon. He had, the day before, taught her how to create different types of flame by "feeding" the fire different types of energy. The results were remarkable, ranging from a black flame that only consumed, shedding no light, to a whitish blue flame that burned cold. She was looking forward to more of the same, but it was not to be. There was a crowd again, awaiting her arrival, and the dragon had some equipment in place.

	"Today, Myranda, you will be tested. Ready your staff and follow my instructions," he said.

	She clutched the crystal and began to ready her mind. In the past week or so, she had found that the trance came easily enough that she could now cast spells while still remaining aware of her surroundings. She did so now, gathering her mind while looking nervously about at the onlookers. Solomon lowered a large, twisted stone into a clay stand with a hole in it. Below it was another block of clay with a hole in the top, aligned with one in the stand.

	"You will focus as hot a flame as you can manage onto this piece of ore for as long as it takes to melt it entirely into the mold below," he said.

	No more instructions followed. Myranda took a deep breath and began to conjure heat. She was already beginning to tire before the metal had even begun to glow. She found that she needed to double her efforts and double them again before the stone began to soften. The draw on her power, even after all of the improvement she'd had, was unbearable. She could feel the heat she was generating on her face despite the fact that she was a fair distance from the ore. Crackles and snaps emanated from the stone as it began to lose its form. By the time the first fat orange drop of molten metal flowed into the mold, she could no longer focus her eyes.

	Myranda started to relent, trying to gather her mind for a renewed effort, but as soon as she did she felt the heat fade and the stone began to harden again. She couldn't rest, or she would lose ground. It had to be done all at once. Myranda poured all that she had into making the heat as intense as possible.

	The second drop fell, followed by a third. Soon, a steady flow had formed, but she knew she couldn't last much longer. The stone had settled into a thick pool of bright orange glowing fluid with a ribbon of the stuff leading from the stand to the mold. A dizziness was swirling in her head that threatened to rob her of her consciousness, but she was too close to fail now.

	As she turned to look at the crowd, they seemed to be moving in slow motion. She could barely muster the strength to grip the crystal. The pool of metal was now receding into the center of the stand. Just a few more drops.

	After countless eternities, it seemed, the last drop fell and she released her mind's grip. The world rushed back in a dizzying swirl of awed whispers and enthralled faces. Solomon took away the stand and the mold. Had anything but a dragon done so, they would have been horribly burned. Myranda fought to remain awake as dry leaves were scattered on the ground before her. Atop the leaves there was placed a piece of parchment, and atop that more leaves were spread.

	"To complete your test and prove to all that you have a masterful knowledge of this discipline, you must prove the dexterity of your mind by burning the paper without touching the leaves," Solomon said.

	Knowing if she did not act quickly, she would lapse into deep and involuntary sleep, Myranda drew her mind as tightly as she could to the task. It was impossible to see where the leaves were below the paper, so keeping her eyes open was of no use. She closed them and instead looked through her mind's eye.

	Slowly, she conjured a precise flame and guided its spread. Simultaneously, she kept the leaves near the flame cool. Spreading her mind in so many directions at once would have been difficult enough with a fresh start, but now it was as though she was attempting to juggle with her hands tied. The paper was steadily devoured by the flames, and as it fluttered off as ash, the weight upon her mind was slightly lessened. So little was left. Just a bit more.

	At last, the final speck of paper was destroyed. She opened her eyes to find that at some point during her concentration she had collapsed to the ground without realizing. She tried to right herself, but her body would not obey. A thousand miles away, the crowd surrounding her let out a roar of approval. She was vaguely aware that Deacon was lifting her onto his shoulders as the onlookers swept in to offer congratulations. This turned out to be more than Myn could bear, and she let a burst of flame free to back the crowd away, allowing only Deacon to touch her.

	He thanked the dragon for both the help and the permission and made his way to Myranda's hut. Tomorrow she would be told that she had succeeded. Today she would have a very well deserved sleep. After a trial like that, it would be a slumber from which it was difficult to awake.

	 


Chapter 24

	A trio of worn and ragged forms rushed through the night toward a flimsy shack nestled in a stand of evergreens. When they reached it, the door was flung open and they tumbled inside. A lamp was clumsily lit, revealing walls covered with soggy maps and a table heaped with pages of every shade, quality, and state of repair.

	The three figures huddled about the light. The first, Undermine leader Caya, cleared the table with her arm and dumped a leather satchel on the table, replacing the notes with fresher ones. Her partner, Tus, did the same. Their final companion was casting nervous glances through a slit in the door.

	"Kel, don't dally. Show us what you've got," Caya said.

	Kel was one of the newer recruits and had ended up as third in command fairly quickly, mostly by virtue of the rapidly dwindling ranks of the Undermine. The man dug through his pockets and deposited a few grubby wads of paper on the table.

	"That's it?" Caya asked. "Why didn't you bring more?"

	"That's all there was. The usual places are empty. All the drop spots. Everything. Half--half of the places aren't there anymore," Kel sputtered nervously. "Commander, I think I heard something."

	"Easy, Kel," she said, looking over the notes.

	After fumbling through the scattered pages until she unearthed a quill and an ink bottle, Caya attempted to make a mark on one of the maps, only to find the ink frozen. She placed the bottle on the lamp and looked at the map.

	At its height, the Undermine had agents in nearly every city. That was when her father had been running things. In the weeks after Myranda's arrival on the grand stage, they had very nearly equaled that. Now things were falling apart. As the ink melted enough to be useful, Caya digested the pages she'd brought with her. One by one, names were crossed off. Cities, safe houses, and informants were scribbled off of the map. By the time all had been considered, there were only a handful of names left, and only two marks on the map. Caya sagged, but the eyes of the others looked to her expectantly.

	"Well . . ." she began. "Between desertions, casualties, people turning rat, and all of the arrests . . . membership is down."

	"How far down?" Kel asked, glancing again to the door.

	"We're it," Tus stated, his eyes on the updated roster.

	"Well, not quite, but soon. I suppose we only were able to exist because the Blues didn't consider us a threat . . . now they do," she said.

	"About time," said Tus.

	"Heh. Yes. At least they are taking us seriously now. Kel, there's too much going on now. My brother Henry is the one giving Wolloff his supplies. If the Elites are still prowling around in Ravenwood . . . I would just feel better with a hand that is a bit firmer on a sword doing the job. I want you to see to Wolloff," Caya said.

	"Yes, Wolloff. Where is he exactly?" he asked.

	Caya hesitated. By virtue of his status as perhaps the only white wizard not in the employ of the Alliance Army, Wolloff's exact location was a closely guarded secret. Caya, Tus, and Caya's younger brother Henry were the only ones who knew, besides those that he trained. The field healers tended to have a rather short life expectancy, due to their tendency to attempt to desert after receiving their training, and Tus's tendency to silence them when such an attempt was made. Thus it was highly likely that no one captured had been able to supply that particular piece of information. As such, someone eager to become a valued informant to the Alliance Army would be particularly interested in that fact.

	"He is . . ." Caya began.

	The distant thud of hooves drew her attention. Tus looked as well.

	"Where!?" Kel insisted.

	"Someone is coming . . . and from the wrong way. We weren't followed here. We were--" Caya said, before being cut off.

	"Tell me where Wolloff is!" Kel cried.

	They turned to him. His sword was drawn. Caya looked more disappointed than afraid.

	"Every time . . . every time! You know something, Tus? It is a sad fact, but the only sort of people we manage to attract to the Undermine these days are traitors," Caya groaned.

	"Tell me and I will see to it that they go easy on you!" Kel demanded.

	"Tus, would you?" Caya sighed.

	In a one smooth motion, Tus slapped the blade from Kel's hands, wrapped his hand around the traitor's face, and thrust his head into the rickety wall of the shack. The would-be informant crumpled dizzily to the ground and caught one final glimpse of the massive Undermine soldier before being brought to a mercifully swift end with his own sword.

	Caya and Tus stepped into the cold night, the commander holding the lamp. Sure enough, in a few moments the pair was surrounded by soldiers in crisp, fresh Elites armor, but the men were no Elites. The mismatch of weaponry made it clear what they really were. Caya sighed again.

	"Mercenaries? We don't even warrant the true Elites? So be it," she said, casting the lamp into the shack.

	As the flames swiftly consumed the contents of the temporary headquarters, Tus and Caya drew their blades. The hired Elites closed in. The battle was spectacular, though brief. One expected strength from a man such as Tus. One did not expect speed. Thus, the massive warrior managed to drive his weapon to the hilt in the chest of a still-mounted soldier before he could react. The subsequent swings struck a more prepared soldier's shield, eventually cleaving it in two.

	By the time his initial rush was through, he'd managed to shatter his own sword, killing a second soldier and its horse in the process. Caya raised her single-handed sword, prompting the man who targeted her to raise his own. A moment later, a crossbow bolt punched through his armor. Caya dropped the weapon she'd concealed in her cloak and made ready to put her blade to work, but by then the troops had recovered. Tus managed to burst between the ranks and tear free a piece of the burning shack to use as a weapon, but Caya shook her head.

	She was a capable warrior, but a better leader, and as she stared at the wrong end of a trio of mercenary crossbows, she knew the fight was over. She dropped her weapon, and Tus did the same. Prison offered the chance of escape. The same could not be said for death.

	#

	Myranda tried to focus herself. Slowly, she felt the darkness lessen. Sensations returned to her. She opened her eyes. It was night, Myn asleep on top of her. She managed to turn her eyes to the side, where she spotted Deacon in a chair beside the bed, also asleep. Her eyes lifted in time to see a dark form vanish from the window. Lain? She tried to move, causing Myn to stir. The dragon caught a glimpse of the girl's fluttering eyes lids and sprang to her feet, still on top of her. Myn looked to the sleeping Deacon and gave a sharp lash with her tail, jerking him to wakefulness.

	"What, what?" he said, before gathering his wits enough to realized that Myranda was awake. "Thank heavens."

	"What is wrong?" Myranda asked.

	"We lost you for two days. I was afraid we might have another Hollow on our hands," he said.

	"Two days. I was asleep for two days?" she said, scratching her head and sitting up.

	"Actually, two and a half. You may have given a bit more than you should have to pass that test," he said.

	"But I passed?" she said.

	"Flawlessly," he remarked. "Your place is secured in our records. You have gone from zero knowledge to mastery of a magic in one month. I doubt such a feat will be matched ever again."

	"I am honored," she said.

	"It is I who should be honored. Stay here. I will fetch you some food. When I return, I must discuss something with you that is of great importance," he said, hurrying off before she could object.

	He returned to her with a bowl of the same stew and a loaf of the same bread that she had eaten every day since she arrived, save for the days that Myn would share some of her fish. He handed it to her and pulled out a book. It was not the one he usually carried. Instead, it was much older. As she ate, he spoke to her.

	"When you were telling me about yourself, I was intrigued by your mark on your hand. It was familiar to me, but I couldn't place it. When I discovered that Lain had the same mark, I decided to look into it. I would like to read you a bit of this," he said.

	"All right," she said.

	He pulled open the cover and carefully flipped to a point near the center of the book and began to read.

	"'A matter of land. Death too far south brings war. The three lands of the north join. The line is drawn. Generations fall to the blade of the enemy,'" he says.

	"Why are you reading me a history of the war?" she asked.

	It was a tale known to depressingly few, but the conflict that would become the Perpetual War began when, during meeting of the continent's nobility, the infirm king of Vulcrest grew ill. It was a long-held tradition that the kings of the north would be buried where they fell. Most came to rest within the catacombs beneath their palaces. On that fateful day over a century ago, the king fell on Tresson land. The resulting demands that the Tressons relinquish rights to the land beneath him would escalate into a generation-spanning war.

	"A history? Yes, today this would make a fine history. But this was not written today. This was written nearly two hundred-fifty years ago, a century before the war began. It represents the life's work of our finest prophet--a man called Tober. He is the only man who ever came to this place not to prove himself, but because he knew what he would find. He spent his time here perfecting this prophecy. He believed that if he could make the development of the war clear to the finest warriors in the world, then at least we could prepare. His only fault was his completion of the prophecy so long before it was needed. By the time warriors began to enter with tales of the war, the prophecy had lapsed into legend. Upon reviewing it, many of the events he told of have come to pass already. If the rest are to be believed, then a very important time is coming. The end of an era," he said.

	"The coming of the Chosen," she said.

	"Precisely. I looked further, and there is a description of the Chosen. Listen to this. 'He will have the blood of a fox, a member of a creature race. His skill with all weapons will be unsurpassed in the mortal world,'" he said.

	"Lain," she said, her voice an awed hush.

	"Yes. And therein lies the problem," he said.

	"What do you mean?" she asked.

	"The prophet tells of three things that will signify the Chosen when they arrive. They will be pure of soul, divine of birth, and born with 'the mark.' The prophet speaks at length about the mark, but he could never describe it," he said.

	Myranda looked to her left palm. The thin white line of the scar still remained.

	"He bears the mark. We do not know about the rest, but he bears the mark. And so do you. But . . . the prophecy does not speak of you. It does speak of 'a swordsman and knight, a leader among men, who will carry an enchanted sword and bear the mark upon all his armament,'" he said.

	"The soldier . . . the one in the field. I took his sword. But he was dead. How can that be?" she asked.

	"The prophecy does not speak of his death. The fact that you found the knight dead can mean only two things. One, that neither Lain nor the knight are the Chosen spoken of in the prophecy, and their appearance is a coincidence. The second, and far more disturbing, is that Lain is the one spoken of, which would mean that the leader of the Chosen was the one you came upon. If that is true then . . . the Chosen will not be complete and . . . the end of the war will not come," he said.

	"But how can we be sure?" she asked.

	"There is a way. The other three Chosen are described as well. One is an artistic prodigy, skilled in all that she puts her hands to. Another is a cunning strategist and tracker. Finally, a mystic being of unimaginable might, awaiting the day that the words of the others coax a return to the physical realm.

	"Soon there will be a blue moon. On that night the mystic energies will be at their highest. That is the night that we have made it our tradition to attempt to summon this legendary being, but without the voice of a Chosen, our attempts have always been met with failure. Lain was never made a part of the ceremony in his time here, but we will see that he is this time. If he is involved . . . and we are able to summon the strength . . . the mystic creature will return. If the being appears, then we will know for certain that a Chosen is among us," Deacon said.

	Myranda sat silently in the bed. She had heard the tales. The tales of the Chosen. It was a favorite bedtime story. She had pictured the Chosen as the pristine and perfect knights that populated all of the other tales. Now Lain could be one? How?

	"You say if you are able to summon the strength . . . there is doubt?" Myranda said insistently.

	"The night of the blue moon is a night of high magic, to be sure, and we are quite likely the greatest wizards in this world. That having been said, the mystic creature will be one of monumental strength, and we shall be tasked with creating its physical form from nothing. There is no telling if there is strength enough in the world to succeed," Deacon stated.

	"This ceremony to summon the Chosen. May anyone be a part of it?" Myranda asked.

	"Anyone may observe. In fact, the Elder specifically requested that you and the others do so--but participation is limited to full Masters of war or the elements. The rite is a dangerous one. A lesser level of training would leave one at great risk," he explained.

	Shortly after, Deacon left her to get her rest, the revelations he'd spoken of churning in her mind.

	#

	It took another day for Myranda to recover completely from the overexertion of the test. During that time, she received several angry visits from Ayna, the air wizard who was to be Myranda's second trainer. She reminded Myranda that she had been specifically told to report to her on the day of the test, and now three days had passed. She went on to accuse Solomon of sabotaging her so that he could appear to be the only teacher capable of producing such a pupil.

	The harsh words swept over her without effect. There were more serious concerns stewing in her mind. When Myranda finally felt well enough, she ventured out to find Lain. He was outside of his hut, as usual, engaging in some manner of odd stretching exercise.

	"I have been told to congratulate you," he said.

	"You are one of the Chosen," she said, angrily.

	"Not this again. I thought I was through hearing this nonsense when I left this place the last time," he said, readying his staff. "Prepare yourself."

	"You finished your training here decades ago. You were out there, in this war, with the power to stop it. And you did nothing!" she screamed, lunging at him with the weapon.

	"It is the dream of a child. There are no Chosen," he said, parrying her attack.

	Myranda launched into an offense with a ferocity that she would have never thought herself capable of. With each block or dodge, she grew angrier. Visions of the war spurred her on. Had he done what it was his destiny to do, she would never have had to know war. Every hardship of her life would never have occurred. Suddenly, it happened. Perhaps it was the long rest, or the anger-fueled strength, or the unpredictability of her furious attacks, but a blow slipped through, passing by his block and striking him squarely on the chest. In an instant, he swept her legs out from under her and put the end of his staff to her throat, his teeth bared.

	Myn stood rigidly still, unsure what to do.

	"That's . . . one," Myranda managed.

	Lain removed the staff.

	"So it is," he conceded.

	The vicious session continued. A handful more hits slipped past his guard before the sun finally set. Myn was beside herself watching the two finally attack each other in earnest. Myranda mopped the sweat from her brow. Lain inspected the site of one of the more powerful blows for blood or swelling.

	"I count six," Myranda said.

	"Five. I said solid blows. The third was glancing at best," he corrected.

	"Fine, five. Time for you to pay up. I know that you have not been fighting to end the war as your destiny would dictate, and I know that you are not a tournament fighter as you said you were. For my first question, I want to know what you really do," she said.

	"Are you certain? I warn you, you will not like the answer," he said.

	"I assure you, I like the mystery even less," she said.

	"Very well. I am an assassin. As a matter of fact, you are quite familiar with my exploits," she said.

	"Why would . . . no," she said as the answer dawned on her. "You are the Red Shadow!"

	Lain nodded.

	"That is impossible--he is a man," she said.

	"A man who killed a wolf with his bare hands and wears the bloody skull as a helmet," he said. "I started that rumor myself. If I was seen, I couldn't risk being recognized as a malthrope. Your kind would more easily let a mass murderer slip through your fingers than one of my kind. So if the gossip speaks of a man with a red wolf helmet, that is what people will see."

	"And the Elites were after the Red Shadow. That is why they were really after you," she said.

	"They are a formidable force," he said.

	"If you are an assassin, then why were you after me?" she asked.

	"This is your second question. The Alliance Army hired me to locate the swordsman and retrieve both he and the sword. I was also told that I was not the only one that would be after him, and that if he was to fall before I found him, I was to retrieve the sword and anyone who touched it and lived. That was you. I was also to kill anyone who tried to stop me," he said.

	"But those men who came to claim me. They were of the Alliance Army. Why did you kill them?" she asked.

	"Your third question," he said. "I must first inform you that I did not kill four men that day."

	"I saw you with my own eyes," she said.

	"You saw me kill four soldiers, but they were not men. Not quite," he said.

	"I don't understand," she said.

	"Somehow, I thought that you hadn't noticed them yet," he said. "They have been around for as long as I can remember, always wearing Alliance armor. At first they looked and sounded just as men do, but even then there was the smell. It was something . . . artificial. As time went on, they began to look less and less like men. Now they must wear their helmets lest their faces give them away. I do not know what they are, but I have taken to calling them nearmen, and they have infested your army.

	"It was four of those that I killed that day, because they had come to collect you for themselves. They had been sent out with the same orders as I. Had they brought the payment, I would have let them have you and the sword, but they were empty-handed and they had to die."

	"Wait, wait? Nearmen? You mean that there are creatures in the army that look human but aren't?" she said.

	Lain began to open his mouth.

	"That wasn't for you. I will not have you wasting one of my questions by answering that. Two more . . ." she scolded.

	"Very well," he said.

	Myranda looked at Myn, who had finally begun to relax after the anxious battle.

	"Tell me about her. She likes you, me, and no one else. Solomon tells me he is sure that you were present at her birth. What happened that day?" Myranda asked.

	Lain sighed.

	"When I saw the cloaks recapture you so soon after I released you, I realized I had underestimated the number of other agents that the Alliance Army had dispatched after you. If you were to remain my prize I would have to keep you on a shorter leash. I made certain that, once you left the Undermine headquarters, I did not let you out of my sight. It turned out to be a very good thing that I did, because you chose as shelter a dragon's den. Even your nose could have told you that.

	"I followed inside, and as fate would have it, a large male had been on the way. You panicked, so I knocked you unconscious, pulled you aside. If you had only kept your head and slipped out after the male had passed, you would have been safe. The dragons had no interest in you. After the female warded off the male, I remained near. The last remaining egg hatched, the creature inspected us, and deemed the two of us family," he said.

	Myranda's head reeled. There was so much she had learned, and yet there was so much more to ask. What were those cloaks that had captured her? He had spoken of them so matter-of-factly, they must be as common as the nearmen that she had only just learned of. And exactly what was Lain? She didn't know much about malthropes, but she knew that they didn't live much longer than humans, and yet he had been active for over seventy years. There was only one question left . . .

	"I will save my last question until next time. And I intend to earn more," Myranda decided.

	"As you wish. I must warn you though--thus far, I have been limiting myself. It will not be so simple next time," he said.

	"And I must warn you, Lain, I will not let this pass. You are Chosen, and I will see to it that you do your duty. I swear to it. From this day forward I am dedicating myself to the task," she hissed. "You will take your place in destiny."

	 


Chapter 25

	Myranda marched off to her hut to retrieve her casting staff and begin her first day of training under Ayna, the wind mage. Her place of study was a breezy grove not far from where Solomon spent his time. She looked about, but could not locate the little sprite that had been taunting her so regularly.

	"Hello?" Myranda called anxiously.

	Myn sniffed at the air and seemed to indicate a particular tree. Myranda approached the tree and looked up into it. It had an odd rune carefully carved into it.

	"Ayna?" she repeated.

	The tiny, gossamer-winged creature fluttered down from the tree to eye-level with Myranda. She resembled a tiny, exquisitely beautiful woman in a shimmery, powder blue dress. Looking at her, it seemed as though she should be the sweetest, dearest creature alive, but the illusion was destroyed when she opened her mouth.

	"In this world, we have a thing we call 'the sun.' It is a great ball of light, and when it is overhead we call it 'daytime.' 'Daytime' is when civilized creatures do their business!" she reprimanded in the most condescending manner possible.

	The wind of the grove seemed to wax and wane with the fairy's anger. It was quite gusty at the moment.

	"I am sorry," Myranda said.

	"You certainly are. I want you here at dawn tomorrow. Just because you are showing an unusual amount of prowess for someone of your stunted species does not give you the right to disrupt my way of life," she said.

	"Ayna, enough!" came Deacon's voice from behind.

	"Oh, good heavens, another one. Do you things travel in packs?" Ayna raved.

	"You know that she just got through with Solomon, and he likes to work at night," Deacon said.

	"That may be so, but I could hardly be confused for that beast. Now, if you two are through irritating me, I would like to get a bit more sleep before I begin passing on real wisdom," Ayna said, whisking off before any more could be said.

	"What can I say? Ayna excels at first impressions," Deacon said.

	"So I see. She is quite the little tyrant, isn't she," Myranda whispered.

	"Yes, and with remarkably acute hearing," Deacon said with a pained look on his face.

	"That is true," Ayna said, suddenly directly behind Myranda again. "I must say, I am surprised to hear such an infuriating statement come out of your mouth. Not for the stunning ignorance behind it. That much is to be expected. I frankly am surprised that you are able to form a complete sentence, particularly after your suicidal performance of Solomon's test."

	"Oh, Ayna, excuse me, I--" Myranda began.

	"There is no excuse for you, and do not call me Ayna. I am Highest Master Ayna until I give you permission to call me otherwise. Now leave before you stick your foot further into your mouth," she said.

	Myranda walked slowly away, Deacon beside her.

	"Tell me when we are far enough," she mouthed silently.

	They were nearly halfway to the meal hut before Deacon gave her the sign.

	"What a monster!" she said.

	"Don't mind her. She assumes that you assume that she is inferior, so she constantly affirms the opposite," he said.

	"I wasn't talking about Ayna," Myranda said.

	"Oh?" Deacon replied. "I'd heard that you and Lain had a rather eventful session today. What did you learn?" he asked.

	"That my home kingdom's army, which is composed at least partially of inhuman creatures of some sort, hired him, an assassin, to capture me for touching the sword and surviving," she said.

	"Well . . . that was . . . informative," he said.

	"What am I going to do now? I only awoke recently, and now I have to show up at dawn fully rested? I would never be able to sleep with all of this swirling about in my head even if I was tired," she said.

	"Well, I suppose you could cast a sleep spell on yourself," he said.

	"The only sleep I know is healing sleep," she said.

	"Oh, no. Never use a spell for a purpose other than it was explicitly intended. You said that you were a student of white wizardry. How is it that you do not know sleep?" he asked.

	"I was taught with the explicit intention of being a field healer for a rebel group. I do not think that sleep had placed highly on their list of requirements," she said.

	"Well that is folly. In the repertoire of a pure white wizard, sleep is among the only spells that may be used to defend one's self. It is also one of the simplest spells. Though, to be fair, it is far wiser to have it cast upon you rather than to cast it upon yourself, unless you have also learned how to delay the effects of a spell until it has been fully cast. Delay falls within my realm, by the way," Deacon said.

	"I would appreciate it if you would just put me to sleep," she said.

	Deacon agreed and the pair, as always joined by Myn, went to her hut.

	"Before you do this . . . is there any way that you can . . . prevent a dream from happening?" she asked.

	"I am not certain. Why?" he wondered.

	"I have not been having very pleasant dreams. In fact I have come to dread them," she said.

	"How so?" he asked.

	She quickly recounted the dreams of the dark field, the dreams of Lain's treachery, and the darkness that spoke with her voice. All the while Deacon nodded with concern.

	"I see. The dreams of Lain are understandable, but the others . . . they seem to have an almost prophetic quality to them. Were I you I would not wish to silence them. In times to come they could provide much-needed clues about . . . well . . . times to come," he said.

	"Well, if you really believe that, I suppose I can suffer through them," she said.

	"Oh, indeed I do," he said. "And from now on, while we take our morning meal together, I would greatly appreciate it if you would tell me any dreams you may have."

	"As you wish," she said.

	Deacon held out his crystal and, with a few words, sent Myranda into a deep, pleasant sleep.

	#

	Perhaps as a favor, or perhaps as a coincidence, her dream that night was unusually muted. It was a clash of blurred images and muffled sounds, indistinct and incomprehensible. By the time she awoke the following morning, only one image had clearly revealed itself, but it alone was enough to leave her disturbed upon waking. It had been of a man, sitting solitary on a worn chair. His beard was long, with gray strands beginning to weave through it. The light that filtered over him was striped with shadows. His clothes were little more than rags. Everything about him radiated misery--save one powerful feature. His eyes, locked on some point in the distance, had a look of unbreakable resolve.

	The man was her father. Having nearly escaped her dreams unscathed, the image was doubly shocking.

	She took a moment to recover before grabbing her staff and heading out to Ayna's training ground. Myn trotted happily along beside her and watched intently as the fairy fluttered about impatiently. Apparently, despite the fact that Myranda had skipped breakfast in order to assure she would arrive before the sun had even fully slipped over the horizon, this was still not quite early enough.

	"Well, I am pleased to see that you are no longer nocturnal," Ayna taunted. "I do hope you brought what little mind you have to spare, because I expect a lot out of you."

	"I hope I can meet your expectations," Myranda said.

	"Yes, well, you completed Solomon's little test, which is usually the last one, so at least you have the strength to do what is required of you. Regardless, enough dillydally. Listen carefully. Elemental magics differ greatly in technique, so you will be as good as starting over to learn my ways," she warned.

	Myranda opened her mouth to give a response, but was swiftly admonished for it.

	"When I want you to speak, I will order you to do so. Now, would you like to learn this through concentration, or incantation? Speak," she said.

	"Concentration," Myranda said flatly.

	"Oh, you mean you have forsaken your precious 'magic words'? Surely you would rather chant them again and again like a sing-along. Oh, what fun it would be," Ayna said with mock enthusiasm.

	"Do not patronize me," Myranda said sternly.

	"Oh, my! Patronize! That is a big word, isn't it? What else have you got rattling about in that head of yours? Not much, I imagine. But I digress. Close your eyes and focus," she said.

	"I don't need to--" Myranda began.

	"I will tell you what you need to do. Close your eyes and focus!" she demanded.

	Myranda did so.

	"Clear your mind of all but my voice. Nothing else exists," she said.

	Normally she would have been able to enter the appropriate state of mind nearly instantly, but her infuriating new trainer had clogged her mind with anger that had to be coaxed away. Even so, it still was not long before she was ready. As though Ayna could feel her serenity, she began to speak.

	"That is adequate. Now listen closely. I want you to focus on your skin. Feel the wind. Feel how it passes over you. Raise your hand," she instructed.

	Myranda did so.

	"Notice how, at your merest thought, your hand moves. Notice, too, how the air moves about it. Focus wholly on the air as it swirls and whirls. Always moving. There is an energy in it, just as there is an energy in fire. Sense the energy," she said. "Keep the flowing wind at the front of your mind. Remember how you moved your hand. You simply willed it forward. Exert that same will again, but let it slowly slip from your body. Let it flow forth into the shifting air. Mix your strength with that of the breeze. It is little more than an extension of your body. Another limb. Add more energy. Give the air more strength."

	The hypnotic tone of Ayna's voice slipped easily into Myranda's mind. Whereas just days ago she had passed a test infinitely more grueling than this, she found herself straining slightly. It was not like learning again from the beginning, but it was measurably more taxing to her than fire had become. Already she could feel the fatigue. What's more, the trance she was in was not nearly as sound.

	In the closing days of her fire training, she could conjure and control a flame with her eyes open and mostly aware. Now even the minor distractions of having to listen with her ears and feel with her skin were threatening to break her focus. The steadily increasing breeze was, at least, more appreciable than the minor warmth that had evidenced her fire skill in the first days. That, too, was revealed to be a curse. As the wind increased, she became both more excited about her success and more distracted by the sensation of it dancing over her skin. The stiff breeze she had managed began to waver until finally the hard fought battle with concentration was lost and the world came flooding back into her mind.

	"Oh, come now. You must have discipline. You nearly had it," Ayna said with a swiftly vanishing look of admiration.

	"I . . . I did it," Myranda said.

	"Well, in the same sense that tripping over your own feet can be called taking a step forward. Still, it would seem that vacant head of yours is quite susceptible to concentration. It stands to reason, though. You never need to clear your mind," Ayna jabbed.

	Myranda stood silent. Solomon very seldom gave any critique, good or bad. As a result, what little words of encouragement he did give were truly meaningful. Ayna, it would seem, felt almost obligated to qualify any compliment by hiding it in an insult.

	"Don't just stand there slack-jawed. You have got a long way to go," Ayna said.

	Myranda complied. This time her anger slowed the trance even further. Over the course of nearly an hour, she cast enough of her will into the air around her to match her previous achievement.

	"That will do; now, open your eyes and I will show you where to direct it," Ayna instructed.

	Myranda slowly opened her eyes, but she had not attained firm enough a grasp of this new magic to permit her mind to withstand this distraction. The wind instantly subsided. The strain of flexing this new mystic muscle suddenly became apparent, as an intense dizziness took the place of focus. She stumbled forward, failing to catch herself on with her staff and dropping to the ground.

	"Endurance, girl, endurance. What good does it do to take your first steps so quickly if you stop before you get anywhere?" Ayna said with frustration.

	"I am sorry. Let me . . . try again," Myranda said, struggling to her feet.

	"No, go. It is obvious we will not get any further today. Just be sure to be better prepared next time. Make sure you rest. I will not be so patient tomorrow," Ayna warned.

	As Myranda shuffled wearily away, Ayna fluttered back to her tree, twittering in her native language. Myranda had only found a handful of people in this place who shared the language, and she had learned little of it in the month she had resided here. She did know enough, though, to know that her tone was one of quiet awe. Regardless of what Ayna may have said, she was amazed.

	It was still quite early in the day, but the effort had left her with the odd, deep weariness she had come to know so well. She longed for sleep, but knew that it simply would not come until her body became tired as well. After a long overdue breakfast, she made her way to Deacon's hut. The door was open and she could see that he was at work scribing this spell or that from his voluminous knowledge. When he noticed her in the doorway, a smile came to his face and he welcomed her inside.

	"I am so sorry. I had meant to meet you," he said, glancing at the position of the sun as he helped her to a second seat that had not been present during her last visit. "But I didn't think that you would have been through so soon. So, how was your first day under the tutelage of Ayna?"

	"I did what she said. I managed to get the air moving, but I couldn't keep it up for very long. I don't know what was wrong," she said.

	"How many times did you try?" he asked.

	"Twice," she said.

	"You managed results after only two tries and you are asking what is wrong?" he said in disbelief.

	"Actually, I managed after only one," she said.

	"I assure you. You have nothing to worry about," he said, fetching a volume from one of the shelves.

	It had an old-looking brown cover bearing the same rune that had been on Ayna's tree. He leafed through the book until he found the page he sought.

	"I borrowed this book from the library on the hunch that you might feel this way. When Ayna was teaching novices, which you technically are in her discipline, she did not have a single student who could manage even the slightest breath of wind for the first three weeks. You are a gifted student," he said, closing the book and returning to his seat before another book in which he continued writing.

	"But she is so insulting. She said that I had an empty head and--" Myranda began.

	"It is just her way. I have said it before. Just ignore it," he said. "Her greatest virtue is that she is the finest expert in wind magic that we have. Her greatest fault is that she knows it."

	Myranda sat with a dazed look on her face.

	"Are you quite all right?" Deacon asked as he returned to his seat.

	"Just a bit dizzy," she said.

	"A few minutes of meditation will take the edge off of that," he said.

	"I would rather just rest for a bit," she said. "It is not very serious. I only need enough wit about me to face Lain tonight."

	"Very well. You have been at this long enough to know what you need," he said, putting pen to page again at his desk.

	Myranda sat silently for a bit, listening to the distant rumble of the falls.

	"Deacon," she said.

	"Yes," he replied, without looking up.

	"You say that no one can leave because of the falls," she said.

	"That is indeed true," he assured her.

	"But the most skilled wizards in the world are here, aren't they? Surely someone could find a way around the waterfall problem," she said.

	"Were this any other place, I can assure you that such would be so. However, the selfsame crystal that makes casting so much easier for us is present in scattered clusters throughout these mountains and all along the cliffside," he said, flipping a page.

	"Wouldn't that make magic all the easier to use?" she asked.

	"Not as such. You can think of a well-refined crystal as a mirror. Quite useful. A cluster of small, rough crystals is like a broken mirror. It does nothing but distort and confuse things. As a result, save for very small, simple spells, any magic directed at the mountain or in the mountain falls apart quite quickly. There are theories we have developed that could conceivably offer a solution to the dilemma, but few are interested enough in leaving this place to develop them much," he explained.

	"Ah . . . What are you up to?" she asked.

	"Scribing, as usual," he said.

	"What exactly?" she asked.

	"The analysis of an efficient method of illusionary motion synchronization and appearance duplication," he said without looking up.

	"Pardon?" she said, bewildered.

	"Oh, I am sorry. I am required to phrase things in that way when I record them. What it is, is . . . well, let me show you," he said.

	Deacon stood and took his crystal in hand.

	"Now, for the duration of this demonstration, you will be able to recognize me as the one with the crystal. Ahem . . . most wizards have at least a basic understanding of illusion. They use a method that gives this result," he said.

	Beside him a second Deacon appeared, indistinguishable from the first. It began to speak.

	"As you can see, this produces an admirable result. It can look like, sound like, or be whatever I desire," the copy said. As it mentioned the different possibilities of appearance, sound, and form, the illusion shifted quickly through a series of examples. Suddenly, it faded away.

	"Such illusions are difficult to create, though," he said, recreating the first, followed by another and another.

	The three spoke simultaneously. As they did, they moved about, pacing in well-choreographed circles around Myranda.

	"The trouble is making more than one is difficult. Keeping the illusion intact is more so. For long term or large scale pursuits, this method will not do," they said, slowly fading away until only the voice of original remained.

	"I propose we use a new method," the real Deacon said. "In my new method, similar copies are made that are based on the original. These copies synchronize their movements and appearance. As a result, no more effort is used for the tenth as was used for the first."

	As he spoke, one duplicate after another began to appear. Soon the room was crowded with them, all precisely mimicking the true Deacon, who had quickly been lost among the crowd.

	"Now minor changes in appearance or movement can be added to each without much more effort," the crowd said. Immediately, each of the copies took on a slight change in appearance. Some walked more slowly, others more quickly. Voices changed. And then they all vanished. All but one.

	"That is what I meant," Deacon said.

	"That was remarkable," she said.

	"Thank you. Illusions are one of the most refined aspects of my art," he said.

	"Can you make an illusion of anyone?" she asked.

	"Anyone I have seen or can imagine. It actually makes it possible, with the addition of some strategic invisibility, to create instant disguises. Observe," he said.

	He proceeded to transform before her eyes into a myriad of different people. Some she did not recognize, others she had seen in Entwell. She even noticed herself appear briefly. Lain, too, made an appearance before he ended the effect.

	"It is such practices that gave gray magic a poor standing in the mystic community," he said.

	"I don't understand," she said.

	"It is used to create disguises. Therefore it is used for dishonesty. Dishonesty and treachery are among the worst crimes a wizard can commit," he said.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"For the same reasons anyone else might be looked down upon for lying. Of course, there is a second stigma for a wizard who lies. The spirits who we so often call upon to aid in our conjuring judge us by the purity of our soul. Dishonesty twists a soul, rendering us distasteful to all but similarly twisted spirits. These spirits tend to take a far greater and far darker toll in exchange for their aid. Hence the gnarled appearance of the darker wizards and witches we hear of in children's stories," he said.

	"I see," she said. "Couldn't you solve the problem of your art seeming to be a lie by making it the truth? Couldn't actually make the things appear?"

	"In theory, yes, but that would not solve our problem at all. We can change things from one form or substance to another with enough effort, but to summon objects is strictly forbidden," he said.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"It is fundamental to the rules that govern this place. All areas may be studied, but some may not be practiced. Chief among them are time travel and summoning or manifesting. Time travel has consequences that no one can fully comprehend, and is thus too dangerous to consider, and summoning . . . well. When you summon, you may accidentally or purposely draw something from another world. That is unacceptable. Things of this world belong here; things from elsewhere do not," he said.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"They simply do not. It has never been made clearer than that, but it has been drilled into us from the first day of our training. I don't question it," he said.

	"No one warned me," she said.

	"You haven't received any gray training. For it to become an issue for you, you would have to stumble upon the appropriate spell by mistake," he said, his mind suddenly shifting directions. "Say . . . how is that dragon of yours?" he said.

	"Come to think of it, I haven't seen her all day," Myranda said. "I suppose she could be with Lain. Or Solomon. She does look forward to hunting with him."

	"Well, not that she isn't a joy to be with, but I cannot say that I have missed her little reminders of when I get too close. I wish that she would learn to speak so that there could be a less painful alternative. She doesn't even give me a warning in her own language," he said. "The only time that she seemed to tolerate me at all was when I helped you after Solomon's test, and she was more than a bit reluctant even then."

	"I keep telling her not to do it. It is as though she thinks it's a game," Myranda apologized.

	"She is young and overprotective," he said dismissively.

	"Why did you ask about her?" Myranda asked.

	"You mean to tell me that you do not hear that?" he said, turning to the door and the peculiar noises on the other side.

	 


Chapter 26

	Myranda listened closely. Outside there was a commotion. The voices of several excited villagers could be heard, as well as an odd crashing noise. She rushed out of the door. The eyes of the villagers were trained on a rooftop. Myranda looked to it just in time to see Myn finish scampering to the top.

	"Myn! What are you doing!?" she called out.

	The dragon looked excitedly to her and unfurled her wings. She leapt from the roof and flapped wildly, taking a less-than-graceful lurching trip through the air. Despite the rather abortive attempt at flight, the little creature did manage to pick up a remarkable amount of speed. Her aim was impressively accurate as well, as she covered just enough ground to collide with Myranda, knocking them both to the ground.

	"Well, you have certainly been busy," Myranda managed after sitting up and looking the little creature in the eyes.

	Solomon came trotting over to them, growling some throaty message to Myn.

	"That is the furthest she has managed to travel," he explained.

	"When did this start?" Myranda asked, climbing to her feet as Myn sprinted back to the building and clawed her way to the roof.

	"This morning, after watching you and Ayna at work, she came to me, curious. I showed her how to start on the path to flight," Solomon answered helpfully in Northern.

	Myn took to the sky again, flailing through the air and slamming into Myranda. This time the girl was ready and caught the dragon in her arms. The force of the landing still caused her to stumble backward. Myranda realized for the first time how much Myn had grown since the day they first met. The creature was as heavy as a child! She let her down and watched her run to another building, this one even further away.

	"How long is this going to keep up?" Myranda asked Solomon as she braced for a third test flight.

	"She needs to develop the muscles. To do that, she will need to practice. If she remains as enthusiastic as she is now, I cannot foresee her requiring much more than a week to fly for at least a few minutes at a time," he said.

	Myranda caught her friend and released her again.

	"Take a few more steps back. Make her work. It will speed her progress," he said.

	Myranda stepped back. Sure enough, Myn fought harder and made it into her arms. The game continued for some time. Though it was a bit rough, Myranda found it quite enjoyable. The sun had drooped in the sky before Myn couldn't manage the distance from the roof to her friend, a distance that had grown to nearly a hundred paces. The poor little thing was exhausted. Solomon praised both dragon and girl for working together so well before retiring to his hut. Deacon, who had left to continue his scribing after watching for a time, had returned when he found that the sequence of flaps and crashes had ended.

	"I trust you had some fun," he said.

	"Did you see her? She practically made it halfway across the village!" Myranda said excitedly, scratching the weary creature.

	"Perhaps a bit of an exaggeration, but it was impressive nonetheless," he said.

	"She's growing up. I know I should be happy, but inside I'm not," she said.

	"Why?" he asked.

	"I don't want to lose my little dragon. She's enough of a handful at this size. Can you imagine when she is grown?" Myranda said.

	"Yes, well, you've got years before that becomes a problem," he said. "As I understand it, they grow quickly at first, but it slows after the first year. Besides, I think you've got something else to worry about right now."

	"What?" she asked.

	"Look at the sky," he said.

	The sun was nearing the horizon.

	"Lain! I have to get to training!" she said.

	"I'm afraid so," he said.

	Myranda rushed off to her hut, with Myn trudging as quickly as she could to keep up. She retrieved the quarterstaff and hurried to where Lain was waiting.

	"Myn is learning to fly. I lost track of time," Myranda explained as the tired dragon collapsed beside her.

	"I know. It is a difficult spectacle to miss. Never mind the quarterstaff--take this," he said, tossing her a shorter, stouter rod.

	"What is this?" she asked.

	"That is roughly what you will be given when you have finished your wizard training, minus the crystal. It is the weapon that you are most likely to make use of in the future. It is also the second weapon I have decided to teach you," he said.

	"Very well," she said.

	"Today, I will attack, and you will defend," Lain said.

	"You will attack? I have been catching Myn all day. I am not sure I can take many hits," she said.

	Lain took a wooden training sword from the rack behind him. With a swift slash, he brought the weapon to within an inch of the girl's neck before she could react. There it stopped without touching her.

	"If my weapon comes as close as this, you can consider yourself killed," he said.

	"And how do I earn a question?" she asked.

	"If you manage to block three attacks in a row, I will allow you one question," he said.

	After a brief explanation of the differences in the usage of the staff as opposed to the quarterstaff, he instructed her to prepare herself, and they began. Had she more energy, Myn would have viciously objected to the violent display. Instead, she cast a weary eye on the proceedings between dozes.

	Whereas she had been slow to pick up the correct methods of attack, defense came far more naturally to Myranda. Before long, she was blocking his first attack without fail. Unfortunately, this nearly always left her weapon out of place to block the follow-up attack. Lain scolded her as she failed again and again to block his second attack.

	"Your opponent may be able to attack more quickly than you can move, but not more quickly than you can think. Use your mind. Battle is more than about the body. If you cannot position a block in the time between when you identify the intended target and the moment of impact, then you must move sooner. You must know where the foe will attack next! Anticipate!" he demanded.

	By the end of the session, she had only managed to block a second attack a handful of times, and never a third. Magic had forced her to think deeply. It would seem that combat was forcing her to think quickly. The two skills, on the surface, seemed practically opposite. It was clear that if someone were to possess both skills, though, there would be little that such a person could not handle.

	After a few final pieces of advice from Lain, Myranda parted ways and headed for home. Myn was still quite weary and took her usual post atop her when Myranda went to bed.

	#

	Across the Low Lands and across the west, the black carriages rolled. Trigorah watched in cold silence as her Elites carried out their orders. Anyone who met the girl since she found the sword was found, captured, and hauled away. The orders seemed pointless, arbitrary, but they were not the first such commands to bear fruit. It was not her place to question them, only to carry them out. The other generals had managed to keep the Northern Alliance free despite a centuries-long struggle against a foe twice its size and many times its strength. It didn't matter that their methods were . . . unsettling. The only thing that mattered was victory.

	Trigorah repeated it to herself during the long nights without sleep. These orders were vital steps toward victory. Victory would bring peace. Peace was an end high enough to justify any means. She repeated the words to herself as she looked into the eyes of the innocents being taken away for reasons they didn't understand. She repeated them as she heard the wails of children separated from their parents. She repeated them until the words were without meaning, until the wheels of the black carriages wore deep ruts in the roads of the low lands.

	She repeated them, praying each time that she might finally believe them.

	#

	Myn awoke and looked upon her friend with concern. Myranda was sweating and out of breath. Perhaps through no coincidence, her dreams had been of Trigorah, of that fateful meeting in the forest before they came here. The night when she nearly killed the nearest thing she had to a living relative. In her nightmare she'd seen the face of one of the injured soldiers. It was her father. She knew it couldn't be true, that her mind was playing tricks, but that hardly mattered.

	Thoughts raced through her head. Trigorah had worked with her father, and she was now an Elite. Could her father have been an Elite as well? It would explain why he was away so often . . . and since the Elites were so secret and important an organization he could still be alive today, and she would never know. A brief flash of happiness at the thought vanished when she realized that Trigorah knew her, and if her father was still alive, he most certainly have been informed. He would have come for her if he was still living as a member of the Elites. Unless he was ashamed, or . . . there was no time for such thoughts.

	Myranda gathered her things and headed to Ayna's place while Myn trotted off to be with Solomon. As usual, the fairy was up and about, impatiently waiting for her student to arrive. A smile came to her face as she noticed that Deacon was there, too.

	"Well, well. It would appear that my little pupil has attracted an audience once again," Ayna said.

	"I missed out last time. I just want to see this firsthand. It promises to be quite a spectacle," he said.

	"So is a forest fire," she said with a sneer, "but if you must stay, keep clear. I will not tolerate interruption."

	"I will be a mere shadow," he said.

	"Well then, get to it. Concentrate," Ayna ordered.

	Myranda quickly shut off the world as she had done so many times before. When her mind was prepared, Ayna's voice sounded.

	"Eyes open," she demanded.

	"But--" Myranda began.

	"I said eyes open. And if I have to repeat myself again, you will learn just how unpleasant being my pupil can be," she said.

	Myranda opened her eyes. Set before her was an array of thin poles, each with a wooden ball perched on its end.

	"Now, the purpose of this apparatus should be clear to all but the dimmest of individuals. Therefore, let me explain it to you. You will conjure up a wind and direct it at the poles. If it is of sufficient strength, the ball will fall. I will see to it that no natural breezes give you any help," Ayna said. "You may close your eyes, provided you can remember which direction is forward."

	Myranda closed her eyes and tried to push away the anger Ayna had stirred up with her belittling remarks. The wind came quickly. It was only a breeze at first, but it grew steadily, and before long, she felt that it must be strong enough. She opened her eyes, managing to maintain the strength of the breeze. Of the ten poles, four had already lost their cargo, and a fifth came quickly after that.

	As time went on. the strain of keeping the wind at speed became nearly unbearable, but one by one the other poles shed their contents. Finally only one remained, but try as she might she could not shake the ball free.

	"Oh, come now. Just one more," Ayna said, a thin veneer of encouragement poorly masking her smug satisfaction.

	Myranda redoubled her efforts, but the ball would not budge. Had she less of a task occupying her mind, she might have noticed Deacon shaking his head in disgust and casting a glare at Ayna, but all of this was filtered out in her attempts to focus her mind more powerfully. Her trainer wore a grin that widened with each unsuccessful gust. The fury within her grew and eroded her concentration. The gales began to waver, and finally she let the trance lapse entirely.

	"Well, well. Our prodigy is not all-powerful after all. You have your rest, and perhaps tomorrow you can take another baby step," Ayna gloated.

	"No!" Myranda proclaimed, raising her staff and trying to conjure another breeze.

	"Listen to me, little girl. You have failed. Leave now before I have you removed," Ayna warned.

	Myranda ignored the fairy's protests and brought about a weak breeze. She tried to strengthen it, but the anger filling her mind left no room for concentration. Ayna flitted directly in front of her disobedient pupil and continued to threaten, but Myranda heard none of it. Her fury grew and grew, like a river straining against a dam. This awful creature that took such joy in her failure would be taught a lesson. Her hands began to shake.

	Finally the dam broke and the anger flooded her mind. A powerful burst of wind erupted, seemingly from nowhere, shaking her from her focused state of mind. The profound dizziness struck with equal speed. She had dropped her staff when the wind had startled her and had nothing to steady herself. Deacon was beside her in time to keep her on her feet.

	"Are you all right? You shouldn't have done that. You really shouldn't have," he said.

	"I did that?" Myranda said with disbelief.

	Her eyes finally came into focus to see what looked to be the site of a disaster. All of the poles were shaking violently. Those nearest to the one she had been focusing on were snapped off at the base and were only just now falling to the ground yards away. The one she had targeted was missing entirely, along with a generous portion of the earth it had been anchored in. Some distance away it could be found, embedded in Ayna's tree. Ayna herself was fluttering, stunned, in front of a slight impression in the same tree where she had collided with it. She was plastered with the dirt kicked up by the wind and slowly turning to the tree to survey the damage.

	"You had better move. Quickly," Deacon whispered to her as he led her away.

	The fairy lifted a hand without turning. A fierce wind rushed up around Myranda, forcing Deacon away and lifting her from the ground. When she had flitted to the ground beside the flailing girl, she snapped her fingers. The wind cut off, and Myranda fell forcefully to the ground.

	"That is all. You are through! I do not want to see you again for a year," she said.

	"Now, Ayna, you cannot do that," Deacon said, trying to reason with her.

	"You know the rules as well as I. That girl used a spell fueled by anger. Such an offense is punishable by whatever means I see fit. You should be glad I do not choose to kill her," Ayna said.

	"But the rules also call for leniency for a first offense," Deacon countered.

	"Leniency! I do not care if that thing has never made a single misstep in her life! She allowed the darker emotions to empower a spell, and did so while she was disobeying me, using said spell specifically to assault me!" Ayna raged.

	"I did not--" Myranda attempted, but the fairy made a fist and she felt the air withdraw from her lungs.

	"You prompted it. She was not assaulting you, she was attempting to pass a test that you had sabotaged," he said.

	"How dare you accuse me of sabotaging the test!" Ayna said, aghast.

	"The pole is sticking out of the side of your tree and the ball is still attached," he said.

	"I didn't deny sabotaging the test, but you have no right to accuse me of it," she said.

	Myranda's vision was fading as what little air she had left was giving out. As her thrashing slowed, Ayna took notice and opened her fist. The fresh air rushed back into her lungs and brought her back around. When she had caught her breath enough to climb to her feet, she did so.

	"What have I done to you to deserve--" Myranda attempted again, only to receive the same treatment.

	"For someone renowned for her skill in learning, you certainly are slow to learn when to keep your mouth shut," Ayna said as the girl fell helplessly to the ground.

	"You are the one at fault as much as her, because you know better," Deacon said.

	"Fine. Get the flute and the . . . elegy, I suppose. But I am through with her until she is ready for her exam. She is your student now. See that she drills every day," Ayna said, flitting off to her tree and releasing her grip.

	Deacon helped Myranda to her feet again and the two made their way to the meal hut. As they ate, and Myranda's mind cleared, they spoke.

	"What just happened?" she asked.

	"Ayna coaxed you into breaking one of our cardinal rules," he said, lowering his voice to a whisper. "It was probably her plan from the start. Once she found out just how fast you were learning, her concern likely drifted to maintaining her own grip on the record for air mastery."

	"What rule did I break?" she asked.

	"You allowed anger to affect your casting of a spell," he said.

	"Is that why it was so powerful? I don't understand. Why did it happen, and if I released so much energy so quickly, why am I not exhausted?" she asked.

	"Well, magic is an expression of the soul's power. High emotion stirs the soul and boosts the power. Anger in particular has a way of amplifying the effect of any forceful spell beyond the point of controllability. That fact, coupled with the fact that one grows reliant on such methods if used too often, makes it one of the worst offenses one can commit while training. Long term uses can twist the soul far more than dishonesty and treachery," he said. "As for the reason that you are not exhausted? It will catch up with you, probably while you are asleep. Too much energy too quickly sometimes takes a few hours to take a toll, particularly on a first-time user. More experienced users feel it sooner."

	"Why?" she asked.

	"Magic still holds a few mysteries, even from us," he said.

	"Wait. I saw all of the Masters literally destroy the Elder's hut. Weren't they breaking this rule?"

	"They were angry while casting the spell. The anger was not affecting the strength of the spell. If it was, there wouldn't be much of a village left," he said.

	"Oh. Well, what do I do now?" she asked.

	"There are very few fundamentals to be taught in air magic. Two, really. You already know how to conjure wind, and the display you put on today proves you can direct it with a fair amount of accuracy. The rest is practice," he said.

	"So, now I just practice until I feel ready to take some final test," she said.

	"Indeed. You will be getting a flute and a tune to learn, as well. It doesn't take a prodigy to figure out what you will be doing with them for the final test," he said.

	"I suppose I will be doing a hands-free performance," she said.

	"Right you are," he said.

	The pair finished and left the hut. Myn came trotting up and wedged herself between Myranda and Deacon.

	"And where were you? I was attacked and you were nowhere to be found!" Myranda said, jokingly.

	The dragon shot a vicious look at Deacon and pounced him to the ground.

	"No, no! Not him. He didn't attack me!" Myranda said, pulling the creature off of her friend.

	"Well, it would seem that she has gained a fairly firm understanding of the language," Deacon said, accepting a helping hand from Myranda.

	The creature gave Myranda a questioning stare. She clearly was awaiting the identity of the real attacker.

	"Well, I am not going to tell you who really did it because I don't want you to get me in any more trouble," Myranda said.

	"And thank you so much for assuming I was the guilty one. I have got to find some way to get on your good side," Deacon said. "I am going to start bringing you gifts."

	"Well, I don't face Lain again until sundown, with nothing to do until then," Myranda said.

	"I wouldn't recommend doing anything mystic. Something too strenuous could certainly bring that angry expenditure back more quickly," Deacon warned.

	Little did Myranda know, Myn had made the decision for her. She sprinted off to nearest building and scampered to the rooftop. By the time Myranda noticed she had gone, she was already in the air. Myranda scarcely had the time to brace herself for impact before the beast collided with her.

	An afternoon of doing so left her fairly bruised, and bleeding here and there from where Myn had gotten a bit careless with her claws. It was nonetheless an entertaining time, and a few moments of a healing spell wiped away the consequences, save a bit of fatigue of both mind and body.

	Lain was waiting, as always, when she approached him.

	"I am sorry, Lain. I had a rather rough time of it today. I may not be at my best," she said.

	"All the better. I can think of few times that I have been fully rested when I have been expected to defend myself," he said, tossing her the staff. "Now, prepare yourself."

	It was her worst showing since she began. His blows were on target constantly. On the off-chance that she managed to block a shot, the force of it threw her off balance. Several times, she lost her footing and nearly fell into a handful of blows. Thankfully, Lain's reflexes were swift enough for the two of them, and he pulled the weapon away in time. By the time Lain felt she had done enough, Myranda was on the edge of unconsciousness. The outburst she'd had earlier had most certainly made its cost known.

	"I sincerely hope that you improve your off-peak performance, or you will fall swiftly in a real battle," he said.

	"I will work on it," she managed as she trudged off, Myn keeping a watchful eye on the teetering girl.

	She made it back to her hut and fairly collapsed on the bed. With no sunrise appointment with an unpleasant teacher, her sleep was doubly deep. No nightmare came, only the dark, dreamless sleep of pure exhaustion.

	 


Chapter 27

	Myranda was awakened by Myn, rather than the other way 'round, several hours later than she was accustomed to rising. Deacon hunted her down during breakfast and provided her with the flute and music that Ayna had called for. It was a simple reed flute, and the tune seemed easy enough. After spending a bit of time practicing, she felt sure she would be able to master it before long.

	Myn was still eager to make her practice flights, and seemed to feel that without a teacher to steal away her valuable time, Myranda would be free to act as a landing pad for the whole of the day. The girl tried to enlist Deacon in distracting the dragon so that she could spend some time at work on her wind magic with little success. He brought a few fresh fish and the rarest of rare, a piece of red meat that he would not relinquish the origin of. The dragon snubbed them, choosing to eat them only when Myranda offered them. None were enticing enough to eat out of his hands.

	A compromise was struck when Myranda aided the dragon in practicing her soaring by providing a constant breeze to fill her wings. Without a tyrannical teacher pushing her to her limit, the girl was able to cut her training off while she still had the clarity of mind to give Lain a real challenge. She found that predicting his attacks early enough to deflect them required nearly the presence of mind that magic did.

	The next few days passed in much the same way, and were the most pleasant in recent memory. She found that her skill with wind was growing at about the same speed as Myn's flight prowess. At the end of the first week, the dragon could stay aloft for over an hour, and Myranda felt only the slightest strain in helping her do so. Deacon had not yet found the item that would win Myn over, and was running out of ideas.

	The least improvement came in her time with Lain. Over the course of her time with him, she had managed to earn only a single question, a question so hard-won, she could not bring herself to ask it. With only two questions, she would only be able to whet her thirst for knowledge.

	While Myranda was having trouble convincing Myn to allow her to practice her flute-playing one day, Deacon arrived with a dusty bag.

	"What have you got there?" Myranda asked.

	"I have tried everything at my disposal that a dragon might like and Myn still ignores or attacks me. Things have become somewhat desperate. Thus, I've ventured into the garden and selected one of each vegetable. Not much to appeal to a carnivore, but it is my last chance," he said.

	While Myn was reluctant to treat Deacon with anything less than suspicion, she did get a bit curious each day when he brought around the latest round of gifts to reject. One by one, he offered carrots and celery and onions. Not surprisingly, the dragon sniffed once or twice and swatted them away. However, when Deacon pulled a large potato from the bag, she sniffed with a bit more interest, and finally took it from his hand, eating eagerly.

	"Potatoes?" the pair said confusedly.

	When the beast looked up and rooted around in the bag for another, he knew he had found his way into her heart.

	"Very well, then, only I give her potatoes. She already likes you, I'm the one that needs help," he said to Myranda before turning to address the creature directly. "And as for you. For every day you don't hit me, I'll give you one of those. Agreed?"

	Myn seemed to be in reluctant agreement as she licked her lips a few times and sniffed and licked at his hands in a far gentler way than he was accustomed to. The pleasant moment was cut short by a voice that they had been mercifully free from for the past two weeks.

	"How lovely, the animals are getting along," Ayna said.

	"Well, what brings you this far from your safe haven?" Deacon asked.

	"I have been hearing the elegy wafting through the air with steadily decreasing inaccuracy. It sounds to me that the time of the final test is near," she said with a smile.

	"As I recall, you were eager to postpone that date by no less than a year. Why the sudden change of heart?" Deacon asked.

	"I am entitled to test my pupil when I have brought her to the proper level of knowledge," she said.

	"Are you certain I am ready?" Myranda said.

	"Reasonably. If not now, then in a few days. Certainly before the week is out," she said.

	"Oh, I see. She will be ready before four weeks are up. That is the amount of time that she took to complete Solomon's training," Deacon said.

	"What a coincidence! Well, the performance of a student speaks well of the teacher, doesn't it? It would be a shame to see that dragon's name alongside hers in the history books without mine above it," Ayna said.

	"So you are willing to treat her with the respect she deserves when you have something to gain from it," Deacon said.

	"If you wish to view it that way, you may. Oh, and, Myranda, my dear, be well-rested when you come to take the test. I expect to break more than one record with your help," Ayna said, slipping away.

	"What do you suppose that means?" Myranda said.

	"Well, the air test is largely up to the discretion of the teacher--more so than most, traditionally. It also tends to be the easiest. I have a feeling that Ayna's intention is to end that tendency, thus forcing you into a record-setting performance that she can claim responsibility for. It is her first real Master exam; she can always claim that it was her intention to make the more difficult test the standard for all of her students," Deacon said.

	"Wonderful," Myranda said flatly.

	"You have certainly been bringing about the most inexplicable events since your arrival. However unpleasant it may be for you, it is at least refreshing for the rest of us," Deacon offered.

	"At least there is that," she said, with a heavy sigh.

	After a bit more practice to assure that she was prepared to play the tune, at least, Myranda decided that if this test were to have a similar effect on her as the last, she had best put forth a considerable effort to earn a few more questions of Lain. It would be her last opportunity for a number of days.

	Deacon hurried off to secure as many potatoes as he could while Myranda and Myn headed to the designated place for training. Upon her arrival, Lain offered his usual pointers and critiques of her previous performance in lieu of greeting.

	"You continue to focus entirely on my weapon while defending. You must be aware of the whole of my body. My feet may be the furthest thing from a threat to you, but they tend to be the greatest indicator of where my next attack will fall," he said, tossing her weapon to her.

	"I may not be able to meet you for a few days. I will be having my examination in wind magic tomorrow," she said.

	"Very well," he said. "Prepare yourself."

	Myranda paused. He had begun each of the sessions since they began with that simple phrase. Each day, she disregarded it as a simple warning that battle was about to begin. Perhaps it was the impending test that Ayna had sprung upon her, but when the words reached her ears this time, they seemed to take on a different meaning. After all, Lain had recently revealed himself to be a man of few words. It was unlike him to speak a phrase so frequently for nothing. Perhaps she should prepare herself as she would for one of her mystic sessions. Each day, she found more and more parallels between battle and magic; it stood to reason that this was but another. She took a moment to gather her mind. When she was focused, she opened her eyes and took her stance.

	Lain's attack flashed in with its usual speed. She shifted her staff and knocked it away. His weight shifted as his weapon returned. A slight re-angling of the wooden blade betrayed his next target. Myranda quickly placed the staff between herself and the strike. His weapon pulled back with incredible speed. It was this third strike, regardless of its origin, that seemed to be far too swift to react to. In her focused state of mind, though, her thoughts could match the speed of the motion, and even get a step ahead. From his position, there was only one way to offer a reasonable offensive. She pulled herself away from the likely target and thrust her weapon toward it with as much speed as she could muster. The staff collided with the blade.

	Slowly the blade withdrew and Lain looked upon her with satisfaction. She had succeeded in blocking adequately only once before, and it was clear even to her that it was more through blind luck than skill. This had been different. She had found her way to the block through careful observation. Without another word, Lain attacked again. She blocked the first two blows and reduced the third to a grazing one at best. By the time the session had ended, she had earned no less than a half-dozen questions, sometimes stringing more than six blocks in a row. These new questions, added to the two she'd saved, would put a few of her curiosities well and truly to rest.

	"Eight questions. I shall ask them now," she said, catching her breath.

	"As you wish," he said, gathering the practice weapons and heading to his hut to replace them. "But be warned. Your third level of training will begin with our next session. It will be by far the most difficult for you," he said.

	"I had imagined as much," she said.

	She pondered for a moment over how best to spend the first of her hard-earned questions. One thought pressed its way past all others.

	"I have been told that you first came to this place, and spent a number of years here, over seventy years ago. Now I don't know anything about your kind, but were I to venture a guess, I wouldn't place you at a day past thirty. What's more, my grandmother used to tell me tales of the Red Shadow when I was a little girl. As far as I can tell, you have been active for easily one hundred years. How can that be?" she asked.

	"I cannot answer that. I truly do not know," he said.

	"Well, if you cannot answer the question, allow me to rephrase it," she said. "How long have you been alive? How old are you really?"

	"I am not certain of that either. The only age I can offer you is that of the Red Shadow legend. His first victim fell just over one hundred-fifteen years ago. I cannot be sure of the number of years that passed between that day and my birth, and I doubt that there exists anyone that can offer any information to that end," he said.

	"You have lived for over a century in prime physical condition, and yet you doubt that there is some higher purpose to your existence," Myranda said in disbelief.

	"There are many races of this world that can claim the same," he offered, entering his hut. "And, thanks to the efforts of your kind and others, we cannot be sure that my brethren are not similarly blessed. I have never known a malthrope that came to a natural end."

	Myranda silently considered his words before choosing her next question.

	"You say that you witnessed my capture by the cloaks. What do you know about them?" she asked.

	"They are present in some small way in every town I have visited for as long as I can remember. I was uncertain of their origin or alignment until the day that you were taken. They would appear to be agents of the Alliance Army. They move about at night. It is very difficult to detect them. They have no scent, they make no noise. Be suspicious of any quiet stranger. Particularly at night. Your encounter was the first real action I have ever seen them take. They have benefited from the nearly universal use of gray cloaks even more than I. I suspect that they may be the reason for it," he answered from within.

	"The nearmen . . . the cloaks. What else don't I know of this world? What else should I know?" she begged.

	Lain exited the hut and looked her in the eye, judging whether it was truly intended as a question. When he was satisfied, he answered.

	"You grew up in a world very different from mine. You have spent your life in the cities and on the roads between. I have spent mine in the fields, forests, mountains, and plains. I have seen things that you could scarcely imagine. If you intend for me to list all of them, I haven't the time or patience to do so. However, if it is the nearmen and cloaks that concern you, I can name a few similar oddities to my world that may have spilled into your world, or may soon," he said.

	"Please," she said.

	"An associate of mine has collectively called the cloaks, the nearmen, and the others I may name, the D'karon. They all share a quality of imitation, in the same vein as the cloaks are suits of demon armor. They are rare, and with any luck they will remain so. They are far more hostile. In our first few meetings, I found myself ill-equipped to defeat them. There is simply nothing to attack. Only cold, empty metal," he said, recalling briefly before continuing.

	"Humans and the like are hardly the only creatures imitated. I have seen stony parodies of wolves, worms, and countless others. I believe you may have seen the D'karon version of a dragon. One lay ruined on the ground beside that swordsman," he said.

	"Where have these creatures come from?" she asked.

	"Where do any races come from? I have lived for some time and these creatures have been lurking in the background since my earliest days. Perhaps they have been present at least as long as your kind, and have been lucky enough to avoid discovery. The only thing that I know for certain is that they are native to the north. I have spent time south of the battlefront on several occasions and found them to be absent," he said.

	Myranda considered the information as Lain began stretching his legs. He showed little outward sign of the terrible state he'd been in when she found him, but a slight limp still nagged him.

	"How many questions have I asked?" she asked.

	"Four. Unless you intend this to be the fifth," he answered.

	"Of course I don't. Four left. I have strayed too far. You need to tell me more about yourself. I want you to retell the story you told me as Leo. Where you grew up, what your life has been like. Only this time I want the truth," she said.

	"I had hoped you wouldn't realize your carelessness until your stockpile of questions had dwindled. Well, then. Of my earliest years, I know only what I have read. If the record-keepers are to be believed, I was found in the forest. My mother had died giving birth to me. The man who found me handed me over to his brother, a slaver. I was sold with a batch of two dozen slaves while I was still an infant, included free of charge. I was beaten, isolated, and ostracized by all who saw me. The only man who offered any semblance of care was a blind man named Ben. He was not so much fond of me as he was indifferent, but being ignored was as good as being pampered in those days. He and I had something in common. We had three stripes," he said.

	Myranda gave a questioning stare. Lain rolled up his sleeve, revealing a trio of vicious-looking scars, visible even through the fur on his arm. Below it, a similar scar formed a jagged curve.

	"A slave is branded once when purchased, and again when they begin to work. The bottom mark is the symbol of the slaveholder I was sold to. The three lines denote my value. One line indicates the highest value, young men mostly. A second line may be added when a slave is less useful. These are given to most women, aging or weak men, and those with permanent injury. A third is added when a slave is considered worthless. The elderly, the infirm, and undesirables such as myself.

	"I was treated to the full three on the day I was deemed capable of working. Life was bad until the owner died and left us all to his son. It became much worse very quickly after that. He made a series of bad decisions that drained the coffers in a matter of years. In response, he sold all of the most valuable slaves and switched to more valuable crops. Lower quality workers coupled with crops that left the land nearly barren after only a few seasons worsened matters. Most of the two stripes were sold as well as a fair amount of the land. I was one of the only able-bodied workers left. We were all doing triple the work as in past years. I personally was doing the work of an ox. I had been lashed to a plow.

	"One day Ben died at the whips of the drivers and I . . . lost control. When I regained my senses, I was standing over the new owner's youngest son, scythe in my hand and death all around me. I fled into the woods. Later, I learned he was the only survivor of the staff and family," he said.

	Myranda shifted uncomfortably. She had almost managed to put aside the fact that Lain was an assassin, and had even begun to see hints of the warmth that had made her fond of him in the past. Now he sat, telling this tale of his torturous youth, followed by his unapologetic account of a murderous rampage. He was a monster, a murderer. She'd known it since her first question. Now she knew of the life that made him so. He went on.

	"I found myself free for the first time. I had to find a way to support myself, and if possible, get revenge for the years that had been stolen from me. I had only two skills, it would seem. I could work a farm, and I could take lives. I swore never again to do the former, so I chose the latter. After a few years, I developed the Red Shadow legend, as well as one or two others. My travels brought me here, and I took away the knowledge and skill to continue my task with a good deal more success. Since then, life has been an endless hunt for my next target," he said.

	Myranda sat silently. There was a look in Lain's eyes as though he expected this answer to be the last, at least for today. He knew that what she had learned sickened her. Perhaps it was just to avoid proving him right again, but Myranda decided to continue.

	"How many questions left?" she asked.

	"Three," he said.

	"Very well, then. I know you are a killer. What sort of people pay you to do so?" she asked, her voice shaking a bit.

	"Rich ones. Not only because they have the funds, but they tend to be the only ones arrogant enough to believe they may choose who lives and dies," he said.

	"You'll have to do better than that. I want names," she said.

	"Over one hundred years have brought me more employers than I can recall. It is safe to say that nearly every powerful family in the north has been on one side of my blade or the other," he said.

	"I am still waiting for names," she said.

	"Then you will have to be more specific. Refine your question," he said.

	"Fine. But this is still the same question. Have you ever worked for anyone I might have known? Someone in Kenvard?" she asked.

	There was a reason she had danced around the question. She feared the answer. Kenvard was the former capital of the nation of the same name. Every influential family in the west had a representative there, and her parents had known all of them. What she knew of them told her they were good people who would never make use of a hired blade. What she knew of the world made her fear otherwise.

	"My answer remains the same. More than I can name," he said.

	"Choose one," she demanded.

	"Sam Rinthorne," he said.

	"The Lord! You were hired by the Lord of all of Kenvard! For what? Tell me everything, and this is one question," she said.

	"The people of Kenvard, your people, were taking terrible losses, disproportionate to both Ulvard and Vulcrest. Military strikes were hitting their mark with accuracy that could only be the result of a leak in the intelligence chain. I was hired to find and kill the responsible party, or parties," he said.

	"Continue," she said.

	"I followed the flow of the information to a messenger. To keep any more information from escaping, I killed him--and eventually followed the trail to a military headquarters in Terital," he said.

	"Terital? That is the old capital of Ulvard. It's on the other side of the continent," Myranda remarked.

	"Indeed. In those days, it was home to the five generals. At least, it had been until a few days before I arrived," he said.

	"But the generals didn't move north until--" she began.

	"The massacre happened a few days later," he said. "Since my employer was killed, I had no reason to continue."

	Myranda froze as a thought passed through her mind.

	"What information was the spy carrying?" she asked.

	"As I recall, he was carrying orders from the general to change the patrol route around Kenvard. He also carried a letter written in Tresson detailing the unique weaknesses that the new patrol offered," Lain answered.

	"What did you do with the information?" she asked.

	"Nothing," he said.

	"Then what--" she began.

	"You have had your questions. If you want to know more, earn it," he said, turning and entering his hut.

	"You had the orders. You knew there was a weakness. You could have done something, and you did nothing!" she cried.

	Lain sat on the ground in his hut, eyes closed.

	"You are a monster!" she growled.

	Lain sat motionless. Myranda picked up the staff. Her hands shook with frustration as she stood helpless. Every hardship in her life was born that day, and he could have stopped it. The thought of it overwhelmed her. Before she knew what she was doing, she had thrust the staff at Lain. An attack with all of the force she could muster. In a blur, Lain's hand was around the end of the staff. A fast, painful twist wrenched the weapon from her grip and hurled it to the wall. His eyes never opened.

	"I am proud to know that I have lit a fire in your soul. I warn you, though: do not let it consume you," he said.

	Myranda stormed out of the hut. Myn, who had watched the display with more than a bit of uneasiness, followed after her. She had watched them trade blows for so long, she had learned that it was a game. There was something different in this last attack. The dragon had detected much anger between them, and it troubled her in the same way that a child might be affected by an argument between parents. She was further troubled when Myranda did not eat afterward, as she commonly did when strong enough. Instead, the human collapsed into her bed and wept.

	Myn comforted her as best she could without words until both fell asleep.

	 


Chapter 28

	The night was riddled with nightmares. Myranda saw images of the atrocities Lain had admitted to. She saw the day of the massacre replayed over and over. More than once during the night, she was jarred from sleep, and once gone it was slow to return. After scarcely an hour of real sleep, she was awakened by the last voice she wanted to hear.

	"Oh, you and the beast share a bed. How appropriate," Ayna said.

	"Why are you here?" Myranda mumbled.

	"Well, the time has come for you to display all that I have taught you. I suggest you eat first," she said.

	Myranda pulled herself out of bed, grabbed her staff, and trudged to the food hut. Ayna fluttered along beside her.

	"You don't seem particularly well-rested. I seem to recall ordering you to have a long and full rest," Ayna muttered angrily.

	"My dreams kept me awake," Myranda explained, as she tried to eat.

	"That is a sign of a very weak mind," Ayna reprimanded. "And must you eat so slowly?"

	Deacon entered and took a seat beside Myranda.

	"Lovely, your shadow has arrived," Ayna sneered.

	"Myranda, you do not look very well. Are you sure you are up to this?" Deacon asked.

	"She hasn't got a choice. I will test her today," Ayna said.

	"And what have you got in store for her?" Deacon asked accusingly.

	"A suitable test of skill for our little prodigy," the fairy said.

	"And something certain to make you stand out as a teacher," he offered.

	"My mere existence is quite enough to make me stand out," Ayna said, sniffing at the air before remarking, "What is that smell? Your food? How can you eat that?"

	"It is the only food available," she said.

	"To you, perhaps," Ayna said. "Those with more evolved palates have alternatives."

	"What do you eat?" Myranda asked.

	"Nectar. It is the only proper food that nature has ever provided," Ayna said.

	"Have you ever tried anything else?" Myranda asked.

	"I cannot eat anything else," she answered. "Quickly--finish. I am eager for you to begin."

	Myranda obeyed and made her way to the tree, which still bore a pair of scars from her last trip there. A reed flute, identical to the one she'd been practicing on, was attached to a pole beneath it.

	"Now, the tasks you are to complete are rather simple. First, you will hold a single note on this flute for twenty-four hours, then you will--" she began.

	"A whole day!" Myranda exclaimed.

	"To state it another way, yes. And please do not interrupt me again. Following the endurance test, you will play the elegy flawlessly, from beginning to end, while standing no less than ten paces from the instrument," she continued.

	"The most that a Master test has ever required before was three hours," Deacon offered.

	"Congratulations, your knowledge of our history remains unchallenged. I frankly have never been fond of the fact that the test has been so . . . insubstantial in the past. This is far more fitting, I feel," she said.

	"I have trouble remaining awake for more than a day," Myranda said.

	"Well, with a spell to occupy you, you should have no trouble at all avoiding sleep. Now, no more dawdling. Begin," Ayna ordered.

	It was clear that she was serious. Myranda set her mind to the task. Fortunately, it took very little effort to conjure a breeze strong enough to produce a note. Unfortunately, Ayna would not be satisfied until the note was loud enough for all to hear. Her effort had to be more than tripled before the fairy stopped badgering her to bolster her efforts. The sound was enough to gather a crowd. The strain was not terrible, but it was noticeable.

	She looked over the crowd, which continued to grow as her test approached the end of the first hour. Ayna seemed to delight in informing each newcomer of the circumstances of the test.

	Time passed slowly. The sun crept across the sky. It was nearly impossible to know how long she had been at it. Deacon knew this, and was kind enough to keep a running tally for her in the form of marks etched into the ground. His visits seemed to get further and further apart as the day progressed. By the time the daylight of the short day had waned, she had to devote all of her mind to maintaining the note. Most of her crowd retired for the night, including Ayna. The only ones that remained were Deacon, who spent the time between hourly updates writing in his book, and Myn, who stood faithfully beside her.

	The night was a dark one, and cold. At some point a blanket found its way about her shoulders. It must have been Deacon, but she lacked the awareness to know when it had been placed there. She locked her eyes on the horizon. When the sun finally peeked over, she knew that she would be through. Her eyes closed without her noticing a handful of times as she slipped into some bizarre state between sleep and concentration. She wrestled them open each time to the same dark sky.

	Around the fifteenth hour, the most curious thing began to happen. The spell she was casting seemed to have worked its way into the back of her mind. It was as though her consciousness had split. One part was devoted to the spell, the other was free.

	"Deacon?" she managed to speak.

	"Yes?" he answered. His voice was a bit slurred, as though he had begun to doze.

	"I feel strange. I . . . I don't feel that I am the one casting the spell any longer," she said.

	"Ah, yes. Your mind is becoming accustomed to casting as a whole. It is becoming second nature to you. This is a huge step toward becoming a successful wizard. Before long, the spells you use most will become reflexive in nature. Defense, healing, they will be cast in some small way on their own when needed. This skill cannot be taught; it must come with experience. What can I say? You continue to amaze," he said.

	While casting the spell now seemed to take much less conscious effort, it took no less of a toll on her strength. By the time the sky had begun to redden, she was having trouble sitting up. Her mind lacked the will to control her muscles. Myn allowed Myranda to lean on her to stay upright. The hours ticked by until, finally, Ayna awoke and fluttered down.

	"Well, not much longer. How is my student?" she asked.

	Myranda found that she hadn't the will to blink her eyes, let alone answer. Even after the fire test she had not been so weary. At least then it was a lot of power over a relatively short time. This was more akin to a marathon to a sprint, and she was left with her reserves utterly drained.

	"You should know better than to expect her to answer that," Deacon said, fighting to keep his own eyes open as he etched the twenty-third mark on the ground.

	The minutes passed and the crowd reformed. The tone of the note was wavering slightly as the sands of Deacon's hourglass trickled down. As the last minute of the endurance test began, Ayna offered some advice.

	"You will need to play through the elegy once. I would not lift the spell that you are casting, lest the sudden release of focus set your mind to rest. Instead, use the stream you've been conjuring to play the tune. And . . . begin," She said.

	Myranda pulled the notes of the song to mind and plodded her way through them. It was not a spirited performance, by any means, but neither was it incorrect. The last note rang out, prompting a deafening roar from the crowd. The approval reached Myranda's tattered consciousness in the form of a distant whisper.

	Deacon was left again with the task of bringing her to her bed, though this time with little objection from Myn, once the customary bribe of a potato was offered. Ayna deliberated over the performance, criticizing the tempo of the tune and taking full credit for the success of her pupil. As the assembled crowd lavished praise upon the fairy, Myranda was lowered to her bed and left in peace.

	#

	The black carriage lurched to a stop and General Teloran pushed the door open. By rights, this should have been her first destination, but she'd left it until last. The elf paced up the path to the church. Inside, a service was just ending, and the sparse congregation was rising to depart. When they had climbed aboard their meager transportation and left for their homes, Trigorah stepped inside, leaving the other Elites to guard the door.

	"Father?" Trigorah called out.

	"Enter, my child," came his voice from his chamber.

	The general stepped inside.

	"If my memory serves, I am again being honored by a visit from one of our esteemed generals," the priest said.

	"I must ask you to come with me, Father," Trigorah stated.

	"Much as I would like to aid you with whatever it is you seek, I am afraid my duties here forbid my absence," the priest assured her.

	"It is not a request," Trigorah replied coldly.

	"Not a request? Have I committed some crime?" the priest asked.

	"Please, come with me," Trigorah pleaded.

	She could feel something inside of her rebelling, and did all that she could to silence it.

	"What have I done?" he demanded.

	"You spoke with the girl, and she had the sword. I am ordered to detain all who may have touched it," Trigorah stated.

	It was the first time she'd explained herself. It was the first time she'd felt compelled to. Until now, she'd been able to separate herself from her task. Now, even while his unseeing eyes were hidden, Trigorah swore she could feel his gaze searing her.

	"I refuse to believe that our just and noble army would arrest an innocent man merely for having met some woman. I cast her out! She was a sympathizer, nothing more! My faith in our people and our war remains firm!" objected the holy man. "What could that horrid girl have said or done to warrant this! What could I have possibly done!?"

	"I am a general. It is your duty as a subject of the Northern Alliance to do as I tell you," the general reminded him.

	"It is in my nature to trust in the word of my fellow man, but there is no way that a general would do such a thing. Prove it to me. Generals carry a seal, do they not? Let me feel it!" he demanded.

	Before she could stop herself, Trigorah found that she was undoing the fastening on her left arm, to reveal the symbol of service. Normally, she would have refused, but there was something about his words. They were spoken with such conviction, such strength. This was a man who knew what he believed to be true. There was no doubt. His faith was unshakable. The force of it permeated his every word. It was something that she had to respect. Finally she was able to reveal the gold band against her skin.

	"The band awarded to me on the day of my selection as a general. The symbol of my rank, and of my loyalty to the Alliance," she said, guiding his hand to it.

	"Yes . . . yes, I see . . . That is how it is done," he said, his voice distant. "Then you are a general after all. And you believe that it is right to take me away with you?"

	"I believe it is necessary," she replied.

	"That is not what I asked," he said.

	"It doesn't matter what is right. What must be done must be done," she said, drawing her blade with a slow, deliberate motion to prolong its ring.

	"So it must . . ." he said rising and heading toward the door. As he walked, he spoke, quietly. "That girl . . . that blasted girl . . . I hope it is worth it . . ."

	 


Chapter 29

	Nearly four full days passed before Myranda's eyes opened again. Deacon visited her at meal times to help her eat until she found the strength to do so on her own. With each visit, he offered another profuse apology for Ayna's disregard for her well-being. To Myranda's surprise, though, Deacon was not the only visitor during her recovery. When she heard the familiar tapping of a dragon's claws on the stone floor, she assumed it was just Myn after a visit to Solomon or Lain.

	"You bring me great pride, Myranda," came the voice of her old instructor.

	"Solomon?" Myranda said as she tried to sit up in bed.

	"Lay down. I come to offer congratulations," he said.

	"I am sorry to hear that Ayna will now be ahead of you in the book of records," she offered.

	"I have no concern for records. I am pleased that I was able to aid you for a time. I see great things in your future," he said.

	"Thank you," she said.

	"One more thing before I leave you to rest. You are raising a fine dragon. Myn is as bright as any I have met," he said.

	"I am glad. Be sure to tell her that," Myranda said.

	"I have. At length. Rest well, Myranda. The worst of your training is behind you now," Solomon said, rising to leave.

	"Wait!" Myranda called out.

	"Yes?" he answered, sitting once again.

	"I hope you won't mind me asking, but I have been wondering since I met you. I . . . I hope you won't be insulted, but . . ." she fumbled.

	"You wish to know about my size," he guessed.

	"Well, yes," she said.

	"There is a city on the west coast. I neither know the name, nor care to know it. Many, many centuries ago, humans there began breeding dragons for their own use. Some for size, some for strength. I was bred to be small," he answered.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"It is not my place to understand the motivations of your kind," he said. "Now rest."

	The dragon padded out. It was another week before Myranda found the strength to walk under her own power. She likely could have benefited from another day or two of rest, but the long stay in her hut was beginning to drive her mad. Deacon caught sight of her hobbling and leaning heavily on her staff and quickly scolded her. Myn kept him at bay until he fished into a pocket of his cloak and produced the standard treat. She chomped away happily as he spoke.

	"Don't push yourself! You are remarkable, but not indestructible," he said.

	"I had to get out of there. I was beginning to selna porthen," she said.

	"Selna porthen. You were losing your mind to inactivity? That is a rather unique phrase. Your language skills are improving," Deacon said.

	"I can't help it. No one else speaks my language here. If I can't learn to communicate with someone else, I may as well lock myself in my hut," she said.

	"I didn't realize it was so painful to have conversations with me. If you need some time alone I can oblige," he said, looking genuinely saddened by the comment.

	"No, it isn't that. I just like the idea of learning new languages, having new people to talk to," she said.

	"Well, let's hear what you've learned," Deacon said.

	The pair walked through the village. Now and again, Deacon would point out a person and ask Myranda to translate what he or she had just said. Myn found the activity to be less than exciting and trotted off in Lain's direction. Myranda was doing rather well at Deacon's random tests, until an odd commotion was caused by a man running through the courtyard screaming what appeared to be nonsense. Deacon seemed particularly affected by the repeated cry.

	"This is momentous! This way, quickly! Where is that book of mine!? Here, ah!" he stammered.

	"I must need a bit more practice," she said.

	"Why?" he asked, fairly pulling her along.

	"It sounded like 'Hollow is twitching,'" she said.

	"You are not mistaken," he said.

	"What does it mean?" she asked, as she realized that they were headed to the Elder's quarters, along with nearly every other resident of the village.

	"Do you recall the prophecy I was reading you? How it was the life's work of Tober, our prophet? Well, all through his time here, he was constantly in search of the next thing that could enhance his already remarkable scrying skills. He drank potions, underwent treatments. Each altered his body and mind to lengthen and deepen his trances. Soon he was able to commune with the spirits for days at a time, and an army of assistants worked in shifts committing every word to writing.

	"One day, he entered the trance, never spoke, and never left it. We still speculate on what precisely occurred that day. Some say he had spent so much time with the spirits that he left his body to join them. Others believe he asked one too many questions of a malevolent spirit and paid the ultimate price. All that is known for sure is that his body no longer contains a soul.

	"We've taken to calling the empty shell he left behind 'Hollow.' It wasn't dead, not technically. It never ate, never moved, but continued to live. We left it in his hut. No one really knew what else to do. Then, decades later, someone heard a noise. Hollow was speaking. His body remains a superb conduit to the spirit realm. In times of incredible import, the voices from beyond speak through him. The words are impossibly cryptic, but flawlessly accurate predictions," Deacon said, lowering to a whisper as they made their way inside and took a seat on the crowded floor.

	A heavy, throne-like chair was brought in by four stout young men. In the chair was a frail and ancient man dressed in a dusty, but not worn, tunic. A pair of milky white eyes stared vacantly across the room at nothing at all. His hands, gnarled like the branches of an oak, curled around the arms of the chair. When the men lowered it to the ground, others opened a chest attached to the back of the chair. Inside were chains and shackles. The shackles were clamped onto both of his ankles and wrists. The chains were attached to loops installed in the walls of the hut.

	"What are the shackles for?" Myranda asked.

	"Some of the spirits have never been in a body. Their actions when they find a vacant one can be unpredictable," he said.

	When the restraints were in place, the handlers retreated into the rest of the crowd. No one would venture closer than ten paces from the seat. The only sign that the man who was given so much space was even alive was the subtle twitch of his fingers every few minutes. Despite this, the scene was tense. Absolute silence was maintained as the most powerful wizards and warriors of the world watched the withered old man. Minutes passed.

	Finally, the silence was broken by the rattling of chains as Hollow shifted forward. He seemed to be pulled by an unseen force in his chest, and in a flash he was suspended in the air, straining at the restraints. He drew in a breath, pained and ragged enough to be his first in years, as he lowered slowly to the ground. His legs folded limply beneath him, and he lay in a pile on the ground. Words began to flow from his mouth. It was a terrifying sound. He spoke not with one voice, but with dozens, perhaps hundreds. They formed a sort of sloppy harmony, some voices lagging, others rushing desperately through the messages. There were whispers and screams alike. Some even uttered in different languages.

	All who had the means to do so wrote madly. Deacon was writing, not only with his own stylus, but with three more that moved about on the page under their own power. Myranda tried to listen, but the language was unfamiliar to her. As he spoke, Hollow's body jerked and shifted, as though he was a marionette with different hands pulling at every string. As more time passed, his motions became more violent.

	Nearly an hour passed without a moment of peace before, as suddenly as it had begun, the tumult ended. Hollow fell to the ground as though his strings had been cut. Fully half of an hour passed before all were convinced that the prophet had spoken his last for the day.

	"Splendid. This has been a fruitful session," Deacon said, marking down notes and separating blocks of text.

	"Did you understand that?" Myranda asked.

	"A great deal of it," Deacon said.

	The crowd was filing out of the hut. Deacon was comparing notes to those near him as the handlers began to unfasten the chains from the walls. As they did, Myranda approached Hollow. He was being loaded back into the chair. All of the chaotic life that had filled the hut was gone. She looked with curiosity at this bizarre side effect of so many mystic procedures. His wrists looked thin and brittle as twigs, yet earlier the chains had been barely strong enough to restrain him. The eyes were disturbing. There was no hint of the previous color of his eyes, and even the pupils had clouded over. She was wondering what seeing through those eyes must be like when they slowly turned, locking onto her. Myranda shook her head, not certain if she was imagining it.

	A moment later, she was on the ground and the wrinkled fingers were stretching out in the direction of the wall behind her. Three chains were still in place, but one had been removed from the wall and was still in the hands of the handler. Hollow's arm hurled chain and man effortlessly through the air. He collided with the far wall. Five men rushed to the flailing chain and tried valiantly to reconnect it to the wall.

	"Light! More than for one! Another still! Threads! Connections!" Hollow's many voices cried.

	He was reaching out for something specific, not like before. It was as though he was looking through the wall. Beyond it. The three chains were creaking at their moorings. One leg restraint broke free and lashed across the crowd. The possessed form jerked out of the air and onto the ground with earth-shattering force. He reached out toward Myranda.

	"At the meeting of light, light, light! Above the darkened door! A sacrifice! A blinding ring! The elders of the crescent made equal! All is a whimper in the shadow of the white wall! Victory is a prelude. The final struggle follows!" he decreed.

	There was no denying it. Myranda was the target of this last prophecy. Once it was delivered, the shell of a man fell limp once more. The handlers returned Hollow to the chair and re-secured the restraints. White-robed healers emerged from the crowd to care for the injured. The loose chain had bloodied no less than five people. When they were satisfied that Myranda was not hurt, they helped her to her feet. Deacon helped her outside.

	"That has never happened before! Hollow, once he dropped down like that, has never awoken again in less than a year. And he never, never addresses anyone directly," Deacon said.

	Myn came sprinting to the hut. The commotion had attracted her. She surveyed Myranda for injury, and was less satisfied than the healers. She shot angry looks at all who drew near.

	"Come on. I do not want her to start breathing flame at imagined attackers," Myranda said.

	They had to move quickly. Already witnesses to the unprecedented event had begun to assemble around Myranda to learn more. Still not eager to be confined to her quarters again, Myranda joined Deacon in his hut. He closed the door against visitors and took a seat at his desk. All of that which he had written while watching Hollow was in the open book waiting for him. Myn set herself faithfully before the door, adopting a hostile posture each time footsteps passed too near.

	"So much to be done. Translation, interpretation. But first I must ask you. In the commotion, I could not record Hollow's unexpected additions," he said.

	He began to mark down the words.

	"When he spoke to you, he said 'light' three times, correct?" he asked.

	"I believe so. Does that really matter?" she asked.

	"Not a single word is wasted when he speaks. Of course, your message and the one before it are among the most straightforward I have ever heard," Deacon replied.

	"Do you mean to tell me that you know what was meant by those words?" she asked.

	"Well . . . no. But the imagery was at least obvious. Most times interpreters must work for days, or weeks, to uncover something that even resembles reality. Luckily, Tober took volumes of notes before his transformation into Hollow. The spirits that choose to communicate with us through him are often the same ones that he relied upon. As a result, many of the allusions they make are documented and translated," he said, selecting a book from one of the carefully kept shelves.

	"One of the shorter statements. Keltem gorato melni treshic. Now, Keltem translates literally to people--or, more specifically, physical beings. The spirits use this term most often when they intend to indicate a specific body part. An arm or a leg, for instance. Gorato is the name of a prolific gold mine of years gone by. In older prophesies, gorato has been used to imply things of virtue and worth, but mostly it refers to gold itself. Melni is the name of a specific spirit that was known for terrorizing the living. The spirits tend to use the name interchangeably with fear. And finally treshic. Treshic is the name of a fabled ancient tree that stood for so long against the forces of nature that it eventually succumbed to rot from within. This is essentially the spirit 'word' for corruption," he said, flipping constantly through the book to find his answers.

	"What does it mean?" Myranda asked.

	"Well. If I were to arrange these translations into a sentence as we know it, it would be . . . Beware those with golden . . . no, virtuous limbs, for they are corrupt," he said.

	"I see," Myranda said with a smirk.

	"It is not an exact science. There are other listed interpretations for each one of these words. They could even be intended literally, or some combination of literal and interpreted. It could mean to fear people who wear gold on their bodies, or simply warn against trusting the wealthy. That is why a skilled interpreter is worth his weight in gold. Right now, the best we have are the historians in the records building. When I have had my fun with my personal notes, I am to relinquish them to the experts," he said.

	Myranda turned to the dragon, who had not been at ease for several minutes. There was now an audible clamor outside of the door.

	"What is going on?" Myranda asked.

	"I would imagine that my fellow Entwellians have finally come to see the truly exceptional person I have known you to be for some time," Deacon said.

	"I really do not want the attention," Myranda said.

	"I should expect you will have a rather difficult time avoiding it. Unless you sic Myn on them," Deacon said. "Besides, you were just saying that you were hoping for others with whom you could speak."

	"This is rather more than I was hoping for," Myranda groaned.

	When the door was finally opened, Deacon was proven to be quite correct. Her earlier achievements had made her at best an interesting oddity, admired by some, envied by others, but nothing remarkable. Now she was nothing short of a celebrity. Hollow had permanently labeled her as something of the greatest importance. For several days, while she was still recovering, she was constantly being approached by wizards and warriors alike. Some made an earnest effort to converse with her in her own tongue. Mostly, the admirers adhered to the standard policy of Entwell, speaking in the language of their origin.

	Myranda was able to muddle through most conversations passably--but, in truth, she learned more from the first day's dialogue than she had in all of the time she'd been listening. The wizards who spoke to her were primarily practitioners of white and black magic. They seemed to know that she was something special, and tried their best to inject their knowledge and expertise, hoping in some way to make their mark on history through this unique girl. In the few days that followed, she was made aware of dozens of techniques in white and black magic alike, many of which were little more than theory. Warriors were more interested in learning what great deeds she had done before arriving. They latched onto her tales of the Undermine and questioned relentlessly to that end.

	The attention was almost more than Myn could bear. She'd had a hard enough time sharing Myranda with Deacon. Now she had to endure dozens of people a day. The little dragon had learned restraint in her days in Entwell, but she had her limits. Each new visitor received the same harsh treatment as Deacon had when she had first met him. Even a handshake was cause enough for her to flash her teeth and lash her tail. Visitors learned quickly that a bit of caution was in order when dealing with her.

	Myranda scolded her halfheartedly each time. The times that Myn chased her visitors away tended to be the only times that she was alone. It was something of a reversal of fortunes for her, to be so eagerly sought by friendly crowds. She was not certain that it was an improvement.

	 


Chapter 30

	Nearly three full weeks elapsed before the clerics and healers agreed that Myranda was ready to continue her education. Her next teacher, Cresh, had been contacting her during the last few days of her recovery. He never met with her directly. Instead, books found their way onto the table of her hut in her absence. If the dirt smudging each page was any indication, the books were from his personal collection, and he loved his work. They were written in a language that made them incomprehensible to her.

	Now the time had come for her to meet him face to face for the first time as his student. The usual crowd of admirers followed as she approached her teacher's home, with the exception of Deacon, who had taken to remaining in his own hut rather than compete with the crowd for Myranda's ear. Cresh's home was a low, unusual hut fairly buried in a jungle of plants and trees. The structure was unlike any of the others. It had no seams, as though it had been carved, or grown, from a single stone.

	"I am not putting on a show. Off with you and leave us in peace," Cresh warned the onlookers as he emerged from within. He was speaking his own language. It was the same he'd spoken on their only other meeting, the same she had failed to decipher in his books.

	The eager onlookers shuffled away, much to the relief of Myn. Cresh looked at the creature for a moment, then shrugged.

	"A cave-dweller is a welcome visitor any day, but no one else, if you don't mind. This is serious business. Mine is the most important of magics, you know," he informed her.

	Myranda took a moment to attempt to translate his words. After managing to understand only a few she requested that he address her in Northern, or Tresson. He answered with what would be the first and last word she would easily understand for the duration of her training. No. He then launched into a speech.

	It was rather entertaining to watch him speak. He was fully two feet shorter than she, and perpetually encrusted with dust and dirt. In addition, he tended to gesture enthusiastically while speaking. This was fortunate, as it helped her to understand his meaning. She could tell by the chest thumping and smiling of the speech that he was bragging about himself. He gestured for her to follow as he entered his hut.

	The inside was as unique as the outside. There was no floor, only bare earth. There was also no furniture to speak of, save the shelves of books and jars. Even his staff was sticking into the soft earth rather than sitting carefully in a rack, as was the habit of the other wizards she'd met. He plucked it and held it in one hand while the other reached into one of the jars. He tossed a few grains of the substance within to the ground at her feet, and a few more at his own feet. A sweep of the staff sprouted the seeds instantly into stout vines that obligingly wove themselves into a rather inviting chair for each of them.

	"That was very impressive," she said as she took a seat.

	The dwarf waved off the compliment and sat as well. He began to talk again. It was apparently one of his favorite pastimes. After ten minutes of listening, she was able to understand enough to know that he was responsible for growing all of the food for the village, in addition to drawing up all of the crystal, metal, and stone that they might need. She had often wondered how a moderately-sized village like this could satisfy its demand for resources without any apparent source. Now she knew.

	Suddenly, the time for idle chitchat was over. He first gestured at her feet, clearly indicating that her boots had to be removed. He said something about a sculptor wearing mittens, if Myranda pieced together the words correctly. She obeyed and copied him as he dug his toes into the dirt. He launched into another long speech, cupping his hand to his ear and pounding the ground with his feet. After receiving a puzzled look from Myranda, Cresh indicated that she should close her eyes and cover her ears. He then tapped the ground again. When she responded that she could feel the footfalls, he indicated that she should focus and discover what else she could find.

	Focusing and searching with her mind was, at least, familiar to her. Before long, she found that she could sense the footfalls of the other people of Entwell. He seemed pleased and encouraged her to continue. More time passed and she realized that she could feel the constant flow of the waterfall. Again she was encouraged to deepen her search. It was truly remarkable the information that the earth could give her in the absence of all of her other senses. As she revealed everything from the movement of insects in the earth to the wind rustling the grass, he entreated her to speak up when she discovered something that she could not identify, rather than those things she could.

	This assignment left her silent for some time. She quickly identified all of the new things she could detect, and gradually ceased to locate anything new. Her mind delved deeper and deeper. The thing that Cresh had been waiting for her to find came slowly. It was barely anything. At first, she was unsure she'd felt it at all. However, slowly she was able to push aside all else. Soon it was undeniable. There was something there. Something she'd never felt before.

	"It is a rhythm. I can feel it. Like a heartbeat," she said.

	Cresh nodded enthusiastically. He stood and took her outside, scolding her when she instinctively reached for her boots. She stood in front of the hut, dug her toes into the ground, and found the pulse again. Once in the stance that would be commonplace in the days to come, she was able to lock onto it and hold it in the back of her mind. In this way, she would be able to listen--or, at least, attempt to listen--to her instructor. The procedure he seemed to describe was familiar to her as well. She was to allow the rhythm to mingle with her own strength. The fire and wind methods were similar. Different, though, was the way that she was to do so. The rhythm was to ripple up through her feet, and later her staff, and into her body. Once she was a part of the pulse's path, she was to allow it to echo inside of her. It was to rebound and reverberate through her, growing ever stronger as it did.

	She did as she imagined she was being told. Once the faint rhythm was coaxed out of the earth, she found it a very strange sensation. It did not feel like it was shaking her like a pounding of a drum, as she imagined it would. The pulse changed as it blended with her own strength. It moved through her as it had through the ground, but in a way that she felt in her spirit, not her body. Somehow, Cresh was able to monitor the strength of the ripple, and instructed her to release it, through the staff, back into the earth from whence it came. She did so, and was shocked by the result. A tremor, small but noticeable enough to make Myn fairly jump out of her skin, was created, with her staff at its center.

	Cresh was quite pleased and declared the day to be a success. He returned her boots to her and retired.

	No sooner had the dwarf shut the door of his abode than the people of the village returned to ask their questions. She was forced to tell her story again and again. She was hungry, but frowned at the thought of entering a crowded hut filled with equally enthusiastic people. Fortunately, an alternative presented itself, as Myn was already off in the direction of Solomon, who was just exiting his hut for his weekly hunting trip. She took her seat beside the crystal arena. At least here she didn't feel cooped up as the mob of people besieged her.

	Myn returned, happily presenting Myranda with a pair of fish. She suddenly realized that when the time came to cook the fish, it was Deacon who always did the honors. It seemed a shame to break the tradition, particularly in light of the fine job his spell always did. Myn anticipated Myranda's plan and cleared a path through the crowd, leading the way to Deacon's hut. While the little dragon had learned to control herself in crowds, her manners left something to be desired. She pushed the door open with her head and barged in.

	Deacon was at work as he always was. The door closed against the crowd once more.

	"What brings you here?" Deacon asked.

	Myranda held up the fish.

	"Don't you know it is bad luck to break tradition?" she said.

	"I suppose so. Particularly when a dragon is involved," he said, providing the treat that Myn had been anticipating since her arrival. Meanwhile, a snap of the fingers prepared the fish.

	"One of these days, one of us will have to remember to bring a plate along on hunting day. Eating fish out of one's hands can get a bit messy," he said.

	"Agreed," she said.

	"You know, most people here don't get to have fresh fish but once or twice a year. Solomon being the only carnivore, he tends to be the only one who gets them before they get stewed," he said.

	"Well, it is yet another benefit to having a dragon as a friend," she said. "But, then, you haven't been around lately."

	"You are busy," he said.

	"It would seem that no one here is ever otherwise," she said, enjoying a bit of her meal.

	"I have been falling behind in my scribing," he said.

	"You've always been able to scribe while out and about. It isn't like you to make excuses," she said.

	Deacon sighed.

	"Myranda. You have been here for just a bit under three months. I have been here for two and one-half decades. You have achieved more than I have, become more than I have. I have grown to the limit of my abilities while you have only begun. Look at how the others follow you. The crowds may thin after they have all heard what they seek, but they will always see you as something remarkable," he said.

	"Don't tell me you are jealous," she said.

	"Oh, no. To say I was jealous would be to suggest that you did not deserve all that you have. I know that you do. Fact of it is . . . well, I don't deserve to be near you. Were I not your guide through this, I would scarcely be tolerated among the other Masters. You are destined for far greater things than I. It is past time I gave you the space to grow," Deacon said.

	"I don't care about any of that. Unless you have grown tired of my company, I want you to come see me whenever you like," she said.

	"Well . . . thank you," Deacon said.

	With that misunderstanding behind them, they spent the next few hours discussing what she could expect from Cresh. He was not the most thorough of instructors, but he had far more subjects to cover. Also, if ever she was to get on his bad side, she need only request a demonstration. He reveled in displaying his art.

	Unfortunately, sundown came all too soon. The crowd had grown tired of waiting and dispersed, so she quickly set off to the Warrior's Side and found Lain waiting. As soon as she saw his face, she felt all of the anger return. He handed her a short sword. Unlike the one he'd been using, this one was steel, every bit a lethal weapon.

	"You must be very brave, handing a real sword to me after telling me what you did," she said.

	"I understand you've had experience with the short sword," he said.

	"I have," she said.

	"We will spar a bit to see how skilled you are," he said.

	"And how shall I earn my questions?" she asked.

	"Still interested, are we? I thought you were content to assume and jump to conclusions," he said.

	"Lain, you told me you had the leaked information in your hands! You had to know what was going to happen, and you did nothing! What am I supposed to think!" she cried.

	"If you thought at all, you would not be acting as you are, but that is irrelevant. Prepare yourself," he said, lifting his own sword.

	"But this is not a training sword," she said.

	"I will pull my attacks if they are going to land. As for you . . . I seriously doubt that you will even come near, but if you manage to strike me, I will give you ten questions," he said. "And the offer still stands that if you draw even a single drop of blood, every answer you wish is yours."

	"But--" she began.

	"Begin!" he said.

	He attacked slowly at first, one at a time. Her blocks were a bit sloppy, as she hadn't practiced with a sword in years. Worse were her attacks. The weapon was quite a bit heavier than the staff.

	As she began to recall what her uncle and father had taught her, her performance improved. Lain noticed it and increased his attacks in both rate and intensity. The attacks were followed by a pause for her to attack. She was holding him off well enough, but her attacks were still slow. The clash of steel against steel was unnerving. Perhaps that was why he had chosen not to use the training swords. He was toying with her.

	Anger had as powerful an effect on combat as it did on magic, it would seem. She fought back harder and faster. As she did, her defense suffered. More than once, an attack slipped through. She didn't even pause when it did. Lain pulled his attacks so effortlessly his flow of attack and defense was not even interrupted.

	Despite the accelerating attacks, Myranda never came close to landing a blow. After a few minutes, Lain called the sparring to an end.

	"You are not a cold beginner, but you can benefit from practice. A bit of discipline is in order as well," he said, not a hint of fatigue in his voice.

	"Oh?" she remarked, trying to catch her breath.

	"You fight as though I am trying to teach you," he said.

	"Is that wrong?" she asked.

	"You should fight as though I am trying to kill you," he said. "Those strikes that you trusted me to pull would have been enough to end your life. A bit more care is in order, even when the weapons aren't real. We will be switching back to training swords for the rest of the training, but I will not be pulling my blows quite so far anymore."

	"You are planning on hitting me!?" she said.

	"This is combat training. You need to learn about consequences," he said, tossing her the replacement for her weapon.

	It was lighter, but solid. She would be able to swing it faster and more easily, but the thought of being hit by a blow as powerful as Lain was capable of was not appealing.

	"We will dispense with the offense and defense drills. This will now be proper sparing. Attack or defend when the opportunity arises. Until now, you haven't had to consider counterattacks, so that is how you will earn your questions. You will earn one question for each counter you land. I will not throw any until you have thrown your first. A counter is quite different from a normal attack, so I will demonstrate the times when they are appropriate," he said.

	Myranda thought she'd had enough to think about before--trying to identify when to attack, when to defend, and whether a counter was possible was like playing a game of chess in a heartbeat. The position of limbs, the distribution of weight, the speed, direction, and location of the weapon . . . she could take an hour to consider each one and still be wrong.

	All too soon, the demonstration was over and the sparring began. She quickly found that during an attack or while defending, things were clear. The tenseness came in the moments when she and Lain were between attacks, quietly measuring each other, deciding what would happen next.

	Finally, it happened. Myranda had leaned in for a downward strike. Her arms were raised, leaving her abdomen undefended. Lain struck with what looked to be one of his slower attacks. It most certainly did not feel like one. Myranda cried out, dropped her weapon, and doubled over. In an instant Myn was between them, desperate to stop them from fighting. The pain shot through her. It was a moment before she could regain the wind that had been knocked out of her.

	"That was a kill," he said, as though his point had not been made clear enough.

	She managed to recover after a minute or two and tried to continue, but Myn would have none of it.

	"That is all for today. I imagine that Myn will be cutting our next few sessions short. But if she can get used to your attacks connecting, she can get used to mine," he said.

	"Don't be so sure. My attacks were not as cruel as yours," she said.

	"Oh, no? You were swinging with all of your might. You came near to breaking a rib once," he said.

	"Impossible. You didn't make a sound," she said.

	"In my line of work, it is wise to keep silent," he said.

	"I don't care how disciplined you are, you would have doubled over, too, if I'd hit you as you did me," she said.

	Lain dropped his weapon to the ground and grasped his right little finger with his left hand. With a sharp twist and a horrid snap, he wrenched the digit out of place. The merest flutter of his eyes was the only indication he'd felt anything. He took his hand away. Myranda cringed and turned away. When she heard a second snap, she knew that the finger would at least be where it had started.

	"Why didn't you tell me? I wouldn't have struck so hard," she said.

	"You will never learn to fight properly if you are pulling your attacks. I want you to fight as you had before, or I will never answer another question," he said.

	A terrible guilt filled Myranda.

	"Let me see your hand," she said.

	"No need," he said.

	"Just let me see. It is swelling already," she said.

	A whisper of a thought was enough to heal the minor damage he'd done. While she was at it, she healed the blow she had taken.

	"Unlike you, I can't stand idle while someone suffers," she said.

	"Sometimes standing idle is the best course of action," he said before retiring to his hut.

	Myranda gritted her teeth in anger as she walked away. Myn canted sideways behind her, trying her best to keep an eye on both of them. Past sundown, it would seem that the throng of admirers had better things to do, as she was not assaulted by them as she headed back to Deacon's hut. Myn barged in as before, and rushed over to him to start sniffing at his tunic's pocket.

	"Stop. I said one per day. You've had yours," he said, protecting his pocket from her search long enough for her to give up and retreat to Myranda for a scratch on the head.

	Deacon could see that something was on Myranda's mind.

	"I suppose that things didn't go well today," he said.

	Myranda fumed for a moment before she could answer.

	"Deacon. Lain . . . he could have done something about the massacre," she said.

	"What massacre? Ah! The one you told me about, at Kenvard. He could have prevented it? How?" he asked.

	"He found the person who leaked the information! He knew it was going to happen!" she said.

	"What did he do with the information?" he asked.

	"Nothing!" she said.

	"Well, that was decent of him," Deacon said.

	"Decent of him!? I cannot think of something worse he could have done!" she cried.

	"He could have sold it to a higher bidder, or delivered it himself to receive the payment intended for the man he killed," Deacon said.

	Myranda paused for a moment. Each was admittedly far worse than doing nothing at all.

	"But still--he could have warned them!" she said.

	"Well, I suppose you are right," he agreed. Almost immediately, a confused look struck his face as a thought came to mind. The same thought struck Myranda as well.

	"Why would he need to?" she realized. "If the intelligence never got delivered, the Tressons couldn't have known about the weakness . . ."

	"Indeed. One wonders how the massacre could have happened at all. That is, if Lain's word can be trusted," Deacon said.

	"I don't think Lain cares enough about what I think to lie to me anymore. And after how I have acted, I don't blame him," Myranda said.

	After having a late meal, Myranda retired.

	#

	The days to follow began a new routine for her. She awoke, had breakfast, and played with Myn for an hour or so. The little dragon was now quite the flier. Once airborne, she could stay aloft seemingly indefinitely, and before long, she was able to take off from the ground rather than a rooftop. Once the flight was over, either through the fatigue or choice of Myn, Myranda would stop by Deacon's to look for any tips before venturing to Cresh's hut.

	Once there, she would learn the next step in a long string of earth magics. Despite the language barrier, Cresh was a very good teacher, managing to coach her through refining the size and direction of her tremors, identifying the qualities unique to each type of earth, and even coaxing plants to grow faster, larger, and stronger. This last topic was the most difficult, and required nearly three weeks to complete. In this time, Myranda found that she had come to understand his odd language well enough to not rely so heavily on the gestures.

	Her time with Lain was the most trying. Over a week of battle was needed to finally convince Myn that Lain and Myranda were not fighting out of anger again. This, however, was not completely true. Myranda's apology for her behavior prompted no response at all from Lain. He fought in almost complete silence each day. She managed a pair of well-placed counter attacks, several days apart, but they differed from her other achievements. She stumbled upon them less in a moment of epiphany, and more through some new instinct that she was developing. They were almost mechanical in nature. Lain's only words on the topic were to remark that such was as it should be.

	Further trying was the fact that, with each passing day, sparring with Lain was becoming more difficult. A bit more speed and a bit more accuracy found their way into his maneuvers every time they fought. He was keeping his skill level just beyond hers. Before long, the clear openings for her to attack vanished, and the split-second openings for counterattack were shaved thinner and thinner.

	Five weeks after starting her work with Cresh, the dwarf indicated that it would be a fine time to offer her the final test. There had been no warning that the end was near until now. At least, none that she'd managed to understand. He produced an apple from his pocket, proclaiming it to be, apparently, the last fresh one to be had in the village. Myranda wondered where the others had gone, and how many there had been, considering in all of her time in Entwell she'd seen neither an apple nor an apple tree. The latter fact, it would appear, would soon be remedied.

	Cresh took a bite of the fruit, dug his fingers into its core, and retrieved a seed. The dwarf launched into a speech that was apparently very amusing, as he punctuated it with stifled laughter. A quick tremor churned up the earth beside his hut enough to yield to the seed when he dropped it. After pushing it into the soil, he requested that Myranda replace the lost apple, as well as supply the pantries of the whole village. Her success would hinge upon how the apples tasted. He expected to be sinking his teeth into one by sundown.

	"Sundown!?" she objected, hoping that perhaps she had misunderstood him.

	The dwarf replied with the beginnings of yet another long-winded exposition on one subject or another, but the vigorous nodding that preceded it was all the answer she needed. Had Myranda known that the test would be on this day, she would have arrived earlier. The sun was only a few hours from the horizon. She set to work immediately. The method was one she had practiced time and time again. She would mingle her energies with those of the seed, coaxing it to sprout. Once the growth had begun, she would provide for its every need from her own strength. Until now, she had only done so with weeds, and in some occasions, flowers. The tree required far more nurturing than any of the previous plants.

	Halfway through the first hour, the sapling of the tree had emerged from the ground, and leaves were beginning to form. This test was unlike the others. Whereas the fire and wind were enormously taxing to keep fed for the appropriate amount of time, they required only one type of energy. The tree's needs were many and varied, requiring her to call upon nearly all of what she knew of earth magic to meet them. The elements in the soil had to be drawn into the still-growing roots at many hundreds of times the speed that nature would have allowed. Similarly, Myranda's spirit took the place of the sun as the source of energy for the leaves to feed on. Only water was provided by Cresh, as water was not the point of this test.

	Another half-hour saw a tree as tall as she.

	The task of growing the tree, while growing in intensity, decreased in complexity as the end grew near. Though dizzied by the energy she'd spent, Myranda was able to push enough of the spell to the back of her mind to be able to appreciate the completion of her handiwork. It was a sight to behold as new cracks in the bark appeared. The leaves shriveled and dropped away onto a growing mound beneath the tree. Almost immediately, the greenish brown leaf-buds reappeared, followed in turn by the brilliant white apple blossoms. A breath of wind that she conjured pollinated the flowers and the resultant fruits plumped before her eyes. She cut off the flow of energy just as the last of them reddened.

	Through the virtue of her magic, she had brought this tree through two dozen seasons in the space of an afternoon.

	The sun had, by rights, set a few minutes prior, but as the sky was till rosy with its light, Cresh decided that the time requirement had been met. He reached for an apple, but found the lowest of them just be out of reach. He raised the crystal-tipped root he used as a staff. The tree lowered its branch as though it had a mind of its own, and shook an apple free into his hand. The dwarf sniffed the fruit thoughtfully before taking a bite, considering the flavor as a connoisseur might sample a fine wine. Finally, he declared the endurance test to be complete.

	Myranda heaved a sigh of relief, as she had far more strength and clarity left now than she had entering into any of the other tests of dexterity.

	Myranda was led inside of his hut, and the door was shut behind her. A table was in the middle of the room, and a chair had been grown before it. Atop it was set a bowl filled with gray sand. A pair of empty bowls was set beside it. Cresh spread a pinch of the sand on the palm of his hand to reveal that there were actually fine grains of black and white mixed thoroughly enough for the bowl's contents to seem uniformly gray. He then produced a blindfold, which he secured over her eyes. She was to separate the black and white into the separate bowls without the use of the eyes or her hands. With that, Cresh retired to another room.

	She reached out with her weakened mind. The differences in the energies of different types of earth were difficult to detect in the clearest of mind. Despite her many impairments, the black grains were soon clearly unique enough in her mind's eye to separate. The spell to manipulate earth was one she had learned well, but with so much of her concentration devoted to keeping the two types distinct, when the time came to move them, they seemed as heavy as lead weights. Moving them more than a few at a time seemed impossible, but she pressed on. By the time the last white grain found its way to its own bowl, she felt as though she'd moved a mountain.

	Cresh pulled the blindfold from the weary girl's head and patted her on the back, chuckling. She opened her eyes to the light of a torch and smiled weakly at the reason for his laughter. While she had succeeded in separating the sand, she had been less precise where the sand landed. Rather than in the respective bowls, she had managed to scatter the sand anywhere but. The only clear spot was the bowl that the sand had formerly occupied. Fortunately Cresh was satisfied. He handed her an apple and helped her to her feet and out the door.

	The hour was late. None of the admirers and well-wishers were awake--save Deacon, who had remained despite being required to wait outside of the hut. He helped her to her hut and set her on her bed.

	"Well, this is a refreshing change. You finished a test and did not need to be carried home," he said.

	"A personal best," she said, lying down. Myn hopped atop her immediately.

	"Sleep well. When you recover, you shall begin work on the final elemental magic," he said.

	Myranda likely hadn't been awake long enough to hear the end of the sentence.

	 


Chapter 31

	Myranda awoke after a black, dreamless sleep, and stumbled forth groggily. Myn led her to Deacon--who, in turn, led her to the food hall. As they ate, and she shook off the last of the sleep, they spoke.

	"How many days has it been this time?" Myranda asked.

	"Only a single night has passed. Another personal best for you. Here, have one," he said, placing another of her apples before her.

	"Ah, yes. The fruits of my efforts. I still have the one that he gave me last night," she said, taking a bite. The flavor was familiar, but different. It had a hint of something that made it unlike any apple that she had ever tasted. Her face betrayed her thoughts.

	"Curious? The apple tastes different because you grew it. When a person prompts a plant into being, the result is a fruit slightly different from any grown before. You leave your mark. What's more, any apple tree grown from a seed from this one will bear fruit with the same quality. You have given birth to a new breed," he said.

	"I like it," she said, munching happily.

	"Are you quite rested? Calypso has already been told of your completion and is eagerly awaiting you," Deacon said.

	"I feel well enough to do a bit today. Calypso . . . I haven't met her yet," she said.

	"No, I don't believe you have. Well, we shall remedy that soon enough," he said.

	After the meal, Myranda fetched her staff and was taken directly to her next trainer. At least, she was told so. When she reached her destination, she found it to be the small lake near the edge of the village toward the sea. Myn sniffed at the water and immediately retreated. She seemed terrified of the stuff, and adamant that Myranda not go near it. Apparently, the circumstances of their arrival in this place had taken their toll on the poor creature.

	"Calypso!" Deacon called out.

	They waited a few moments before he called again.

	"I know that I learned my fire magic from a dragon. Does this mean I will be learning my water magic from a fish?" Myranda asked.

	"Well . . . I suppose that would be half correct," he said, picking up a small stone and skipping it across the surface.

	The ripples spread across the top of the lake. Among them was a small, more stable ripple that ran steadily toward them. It grew stronger as it approached. Through the water, something distorted could be seen beneath the ripple. When it had made it to the water's edge, the disturbance finally emerged. It was a fantastically beautiful woman. She was wearing a shimmering bodice and had long golden hair. Around her neck hung a pendant that contained her gem. Whereas most had been as near to clear as possible, hers was a deep blue. Just visible beneath the water was an exquisite emerald tail, like that of a fish, that was the precise color of her eyes. She was a mermaid. Her voice had such a pristine clarity that she seemed to be singing every word.

	"Deacon! Always a pleasure! And this must be Myranda! I have heard some very impressive things about you, my dear. These next few weeks will be a treat!" she said.

	"I am quite sure that you two will have a fine time together--but remember that Myranda is still unaccustomed to the whimsical attitudes of wizards. Please treat her gently," Deacon requested.

	"Deacon, I am shocked that you would think that I would treat my guests with anything less than complete and utter civility. Now come on, we've so much to do!" Calypso exclaimed.

	With that, she grasped Myranda's hand and pulled her into the water. Before either she or Myn could object, the helpless girl was dragged swiftly to the bottom of the lake, near the center.

	"There. That is so much better. Out of that hot sun and harsh breeze," Calypso said, turning to her guest.

	Myranda was floundering and struggling to keep her breath. The trip to the bottom had been so sudden she hadn't even the time to take a deep breath.

	"Oh. Silly me," Calypso said, touching her fingers to the amulet.

	Myranda dropped to the lake bed and took a long, wracking breath. Her panic turned to confusion as the cool water filled her lungs and she no longer longed for air. She stood and tentatively took a second "breath," if such a word could still be applied. Her clothes and hair billowed about her as the slight currents swept past her, while she felt as steady on the pebble-covered ground as if she were on dry land.

	Now that she was able to relax, Myranda looked at her surroundings. The light danced on the ground in the most beautiful way. The slight blue tint of the water seemed to highlight the green of the algae on the rocks. In the distance, what must be Calypso's quarters stood majestically, a hut just like the others, though a bit larger. It seemed frightfully out of place at the bottom of a lake.

	"What did you do to me?" Myranda asked.

	"Oh, that little spell? I merely swapped the roles of water and air for you. It is rather simple; every mermaid and merman knows it. If we didn't, we would hardly get any surface visitors at all, and those we did would be holding their breath. Not that I mind, of course. If you want to hold your breath, that is your business, but it really cuts into conversation," she said.

	Calypso spoke with a speed that was almost disorienting, yet with perfect diction and tremendous expression. Cresh had spoken volumes at a time, but the few words she had understood made the conversations at least manageable, albeit one-sided. The mermaid grinned at the bewildered look on Myranda's face.

	"I apologize in advance to for my tendency to ramble. You see, I am the one and only water-dweller in the whole of this wonderful little village. As a result, I am seldom blessed with visitors, and when anyone does come down here, it is always strictly business. I suppose that is why you have come here as well, but what I have heard of you tells me that you are very personable. I mean that, of course, in the sense that you have a fine personality, rather than the meaning that you are attractive.

	"Which is not to say that you are not attractive. Quite the opposite. I merely intend to imply that attractiveness is not the quality that I was looking forward to. Deacon told me. He is a dear, and he thinks the world of you. Always raving about you, your mind, your skill. I've never seen the boy more excited. It does him good, though. I do hope you feel the same about him," she said.

	"Oh, I do. I only wish that I could learn a bit of what he has to teach. It seems interesting, but we haven't had the time," Myranda said, after her mind had managed to catch up to the question. The brief silence seemed unusually long in light of the torrent of words Calypso produced.

	"What he has to teach? Oh, yes, you mean his magic. I'm sorry, dear, but I wasn't concerned about what you thought of him as a magician. Although you are, of course, correct. Quite staggering, the knowledge he has. And there is so much of it in the spells that we elemental wizards use. I tell you, it is a wonder that he isn't more respected than we. But, then, that is politics for you. No one had ever expected there to be a Master who specialized in gray, and so there is no place for one in the old ways. Antiquated, I say, but still we cling to them. Oh, there I go wandering again. The subject was Deacon. Yes, I was rather more concerned about what you thought of him as a person," she said.

	"He is a fine person. He is most certainly my very best friend," Myranda replied.

	"Excellent! It does my heart good to meet someone with a bit of life left in her. I honestly cannot say that I have heard the word 'friend' used here since my arrival. It is always 'colleague' or 'associate.' Lifeless words.

	"Most that come here have already rendered themselves down into little more than a repository of information about this or that. These people can scarcely open their mouths without a statement about magic or battle spilling out. They forget that there is a life to be lived, but not you. And, since you have arrived, not Deacon. Doesn't spend nearly the time in that dusty old hut keeping those books. You know, before you showed up, he hadn't come to see me in over two years?

	"I tell you, you have been a tonic for him. As a matter of fact, I would like to see more of the two of you together. After we get the preliminaries out of the way, I say we bring him down here. He can assist me. Better yet, he can distract you enough to keep you down here a bit longer, and I'll have more company. However, before we can put that plan into action, there is the small matter of giving you the basics of my art. You know the procedure by now. Ears and mind focused, everything else ignored. Didn't you have a staff when you came here?" Calypso spouted.

	Myranda had become so lost in her words that it took her a moment to realize that she had been addressed.

	"Oh, yes, I did bring my staff. Where has it gone to?" Myranda wondered.

	Myranda looked around her feet. Calypso, more accustomed to the environment, looked in the other direction.

	"Ah, there we are," she said, spying the staff that was now bobbing on the surface of the water.

	With a speed and grace that made her seem as fluid as the water around her, Calypso darted up and snatched the staff, returning to the waiting student.

	"Hold on to that, or else I'll let you get it next time," she said playfully.

	Myranda swiftly entered the focused state of mind.

	"Very good. Now, I suppose I really haven't much to say, though that is not to say that I will not be saying much. You see, save the specific mystic quality of the element, dealing with water is identical to dealing with air. They are both fluid. Water is thicker and heavier than air, of course. This will require a bit more energy to work with it, but the principles, at least in the beginning, are the same. In a way, Ayna has done my work for me.

	"First, I want you to get a feel for what water 'looks like' mystically," Calypso said.

	Myranda looked through her mind's eye, reaching out with her spirit into her surroundings. The water around her was something of a cool, feathery feeling in her mind.

	"Once you have it, move it about. I want to feel the current," Calypso said.

	Myranda did as Ayna had taught to this new element. It was indeed much more difficult to move. She felt as though she were pushing on a wall. Regardless, after a bit of effort, the mass of water around her began to shift.

	"Fine. Fine work," she said. "Now, just for the practice of it, cast the spell."

	"I am casting it," Myranda said.

	"Oh, I am sorry. Terminology has never been my strong suit. You see, the word cast, as in 'cast a spell,' is used to mean the same as throw or some such. When I use it I think of it as 'form the spell' or 'shape the spell.' I don't recall what the word is that we have decided upon to mean what I mean. Set the spell, I suppose. Oh, whatever the others called it," Calypso said.

	"I am afraid I don't know what you mean," Myranda said.

	"Honestly? Well, then the others have been remiss. It is a very useful thing to do. I would wager to say that it effectively doubles the usefulness of a spell. You see, what I want you to do is to allow the spell to continue in the absence of your concentration. It is quite simple. Just increase the amount of force you are using to create the effect, but do not increase the effect. Think of it as, say, clenching your fist about a handful of wet sand. When you relax your hand, it keeps its form. The energy in the water will do the same thing, staying in the excited form you had coaxed it into," Calypso said.

	Myranda tried, but it was not immediately apparent how to do so. Refreshingly, Calypso watched and coached her as she went. This was something that, owing to Ayna's attitude and Cresh's language, hadn't happened properly since Solomon had taught her. It took several tries, but finally she loosened her mind and, lo and behold, the current she had conjured did not weaken for nearly a minute.

	"Remarkable," Myranda said, feeling the fruits of her labor without the veil of concentration for the first time.

	"I agree. And there is so much more to show you," Calypso said.

	As the light filtering through the water waned, Myranda learned how to draw air from the water, eventually creating a bubble the size of her head. Calypso assured her that in no time she would be able to create one large enough to stand in, and after a bit more education, large enough to ride in.

	All too soon it was time for her to leave.

	"Well, I will see you tomorrow," Calypso said, holding her hand as she whisked the girl back to the water's edge.

	"I look forward to it," Myranda said.

	She walked a few more steps, emerging from the water. There was an odd sensation of heaviness. Myn, who had been watching anxiously and waiting for hours, sprang to her feet and tried to usher her away from the water.

	"It is all right, Myn. There is nothing to be scared of," Myranda said, or tried to at least. Instead water poured from her mouth. She took a breath of air, and found it worthless to her. Realizing what was happening, she turned and plunged her head back into the water. After a long breath, she opened her eyes. There before her was Calypso. She was lying on the floor of the bank, just below the surface of the water, smiling. Her face was so close their noses were practically touching.

	"Something wrong, dear?" she asked innocently.

	"I can't breathe up here," Myranda said.

	"Is that so?" Calypso asked.

	"And I can barely move," she said.

	"I suppose you would like me to undo that little spell I cast," she said.

	"I would appreciate it," Myranda answered.

	"You know, you could stay down here, if you like," Calypso offered.

	"I would love to, but I have another trainer to see," Myranda explained.

	"Who?" Calypso asked.

	"Lain. Do you suppose you could undo the spell and finish this conversation on the surface? I feel a bit odd with my face plunged down in the water," Myranda said.

	"Lain? I cannot picture him . . . never mind, bring him down, too! The more the merrier," she said, hopefully.

	"Ouch!" Myranda exclaimed.

	"What is it?" Calypso asked.

	"Myn is trying to pull me out of the water. She is terrified of it," Myranda said.

	"Well, well. We are just full of excuses, aren't we? Very well. I shall see you tomorrow, bright and early. And do bring Deacon!" she said, touching her fingers to her pendant.

	In a typically playful fashion, the mermaid neglected to allow time for Myranda to withdraw her head from the water before undoing the spell. The result was a fit of coughing and sputtering as she hoisted her head up and took her first real breath of air since she'd gone below. She was soaked to the bone, and though it was far warmer here than it should have been for winter, she was beginning to shiver. As she began to walk away, she heard her teacher surface.

	"Here, just to show that I am not all bad," she called out.

	Myranda heard her snap her fingers sharply and instantly the water fell away from her like a sheet, a good deal of it splashing on Myn. With the water gone, she immediately felt more comfortable.

	"I will be sure to teach you that one. It tends to be rather handy," she said, leaping up and splashing down gracefully in the water.

	Myn shook off the water and looked scornfully at the lake.

	"Don't be too hard on her, Myn. She is just lonely. It makes people do strange things. I can vouch for that," Myranda said as she headed to the dining hall.

	Deacon had apparently retired to continue his scribing, as he was not about. She enjoyed a meal, and headed to Lain. In keeping with the recent trend, he seemed to be fighting faster and harder than any day before. It was a struggle to keep up with him, and as his attacks landed more and more frequently, Myranda slowly began to treat their encounters as real battles. She found herself fighting not to learn, but to win.

	There was a feeling. It wasn't fear, or anger, or hate. It was something deeper. It stirred her to swing harder and move faster. She felt it more strongly every time she landed a hit, and found herself longing for more when the training was done. At the end of the day, she retired to her bed, hardly aware of any blows she had taken. By morning, there would be no sign of a bruise, as that which Deacon had spoken of was beginning to happen. Her mind began to work at a healing spell instinctively after an attack, and continued to work in some small way even while she slept.

	#

	Trigorah stood in the throne room, her eyes scanning tapestries and portraits. Her elfish lineage had afforded her a very long life. She turned her eyes to the portrait of King Erdrick II. It was under his rule that she had begun her military career. He had blessed the creation of the Elites. He had even been the one to promote her to the level of general. He had been a great man. Trigorah had seen his son grow, and was present at the coronation. That was many years ago.

	There were footsteps behind her. Trigorah turned, and swiftly dropped to one knee, head bowed.

	"Your Imperial and Royal Majesty," she uttered.

	"Rise, and dispense with the titles," the king replied wearily.

	General Teloran stood. There was a time when it would have been unthinkable to be surprised by the appearance of a king. He should have been preceded by fanfare, by a royal procession. In the beginning, he was. Alas, as the years passed and the war marched on, the king had become less and less a leader. It was as though he shared the plight of his land. The decades of war had steadily drained them both of life and spirit. Now he was a withered husk of a man. When not attending to the affairs his people, King Erdrick III paced the halls of his nearly empty castle. His eyes had a faded, distant quality. The eyes of a man who had done things that could not be undone.

	"Awaiting General Bagu, no doubt?" the king asked as he settled down into the throne.

	"I am," the general replied.

	The king nodded.

	"He has this conflict firmly in hand, it would appear," he said.

	"Not as firmly as he might, but surely you are aware," Trigorah answered.

	"Bagu has not seen fit to involve me in his actions in some time. Even my seal and signature, which he had so meticulously seen applied to each order and dispatch, has not been requested in months," he explained. "It was my hope that perhaps his--"

	The door to Bagu's chamber opened and his voice issued forth.

	"General Teloran, step inside, please," Bagu requested.

	"General, the king was speaking," Trigorah stated.

	"Your Majesty, the matter is of great importance," said Bagu.

	"Go. The war comes first. Always, the war comes first," the king said.

	Trigorah reluctantly stepped through the door and closed it behind her. Bagu was seated at his desk. His normally calm and collected expression was tempered with the tiniest hint of impatience and concern.

	"I must object to your behavior in the presence of the king," said Trigorah. She was in no position to issue a reprimand, but nonetheless her tone carried a sting.

	"Noted. What news have you of the girl?" he demanded.

	"She has not left the cave of the beast, but I am confident that she is still alive," Trigorah explained.

	"What possible source can you have for such confidence?" Bagu asked.

	"She has shown herself to be resourceful, intelligent, and resilient. Furthermore, the assassin is with her. If he wishes her to be alive, she shall be alive," Trigorah explained.

	"Epidime has been unable to detect her. He has been known to track targets to their graves and beyond," Bagu reminded her.

	"Epidime is skilled, there can be no arguing that. However, he is not infallible. With all due respect to him as a fellow general, he is blind of his own shortcomings," she replied.

	"And the sword?" he asked.

	"The Red Shadow would not have been so foolish as to bring it with him. He knows we seek him, as well as the girl and the sword. The scoundrel is wise enough not to place all of our targets such that they may be gathered in a single stroke," she reasoned. "No, he would have concealed it. That said, if he does not wish it found, it will not be found."

	General Bagu steepled his fingers once more and pressed them to his lips.

	"You found the assassin's go-between once. You shall find him again. When you do, you will secure the sword and bring it to me," he decreed. "I sincerely doubt that this Myranda still lives, but see to it that your men are vigilant. Important times are at hand and we cannot afford to be caught by surprise."

	"General, if I may make a suggestion . . ." Trigorah attempted.

	"You may not. You have your orders. If you wish ever to be returned to battlefront command, I suggest you follow them," he hissed.

	"As you wish," she replied.

	General Trigorah bit her tongue and pulled open the door of the office. As she marched through the throne room, she looked to the king one last time. The old man's gaze, a knowing look of defeat, caught hers briefly. Trigorah looked away. She had a task at hand. However difficult, however misguided, she had a job to do. It was her duty to succeed. And succeed she would.

	 


Chapter 32

	The next day, Myranda awoke to her normal routine. Deacon, while having breakfast with her, was thrilled to hear that Calypso intended to involve him in the training. He raved for a time about what gray magics he could teach that would mesh perfectly with water magics. His enthusiasm was contagious, and by the time the two had set off for the lake, she was more excited about learning the things he had spoken of than the things Calypso had in mind.

	Myn, however, felt differently. She was no fool, and when it became clear that they were headed back to that wretched lake, she leapt in front of them, spreading her wings to block their way.

	"What is this all about?" Deacon asked.

	"Ever since we had to make it through that waterfall, she hates the water. She is trying to protect me from it," Myranda said.

	"Oh. Well, that is quite noble, if perhaps a bit misguided. You really have nothing to worry about. It can't hurt you if you don't let it," Deacon said, directing the final comments at the dragon.

	"I think that is what she is trying to do. She won't let the water hurt me," Myranda said.

	"Ah, yes. Well, let us just go visit Lain, then," Deacon offered with a strange tone and a wink.

	The two walked toward Lain's hut. Myn followed for a few steps, but paused.

	"Come on! Let's visit him. I promise, we won't even fight," Myranda said.

	Myn looked questioningly at Myranda. The dragon then turned back to the spot at which they had been standing. She sniffed curiously.

	"This way!" Deacon urged.

	Myn lashed at the empty space with her tail. After the whip crack of it striking something, the veil of invisibility, as well as the pair of illusions, dropped away. Deacon was hopping painfully on one leg and Myranda was laughing.

	"Clever little thing, aren't you. Practically any other animal would have followed the illusions. I suppose that I had best look into both covering our scent and producing a false one. I ought to thank you for illustrating a weakness in my methods," Deacon said.

	With a bit of effort, the trio managed to make it to the lake again. Myranda tried her best to convince Myn the water was safe.

	"Permit me to demonstrate," Deacon said.

	He waded out into the lake until he was waist-deep. Myn watched cautiously.

	"There, you see? Nothing has happened!" he said.

	"Myn, watch me. I promise you that nothing bad will happen. And when I am in the water and you can see that it is safe, you can come in, too. Then you will know that there is nothing to be afraid of, and we won't have this problem anymore," Myranda said.

	Myn, with the utmost of reluctance, stepped aside to let Myranda wade in beside Deacon. She stood, chilled a bit, but unharmed. When a few more moments passed with no ill effects, Myn began to edge closer to the water. She touched the surface and leapt back at the sudden cool feeling. After building courage again, she ventured back to the water's edge and dipped in a single foot. It had no sooner broken the surface than Myranda and Deacon suddenly jerked beneath the surface.

	Myn sprang backward. When her friends didn't reappear, she panicked, finally taking to the air and gliding across the top of the water. She could see the two humans streaking along the bottom of the lake, being dragged by the mermaid from the day before. When the center of the lake had been reached the water creature touched her pendant and the pair of humans dropped to the lake floor.

	"Why did you do that!?" Myranda scolded.

	"Well, you were just standing in the water. There is only so much daylight, we've got to use every drop of it," Calypso said.

	"But Myn was just starting to trust me that the water was safe. You may as well be a sea monster, pulling us under like that. I promised her that nothing would happen!" Myranda said.

	"I think she knows nothing is wrong. Look," Calypso said, pointing up to the surface.

	Myranda looked up. Through the rippling surface they could see Myn skimming just above, looking down longingly.

	"Oh, drat. My potatoes," Deacon said, realizing too late that the pair he had brought along as anticipated rewards for good behavior floated to the surface.

	Myn skillfully snatched them.

	"You didn't earn those!" he cried after her.

	"She'll get tired and land eventually. Now, before we get too deep into our studies, I think that we three are long overdue for a chat. Learning magic is a fine way to spend a day, but a good conversation is food for the soul. I find that after a spirited exchange, I am far more prepared to do my casting, and I think you will feel the same. So, where to begin? Have you any questions for me?" Calypso asked.

	"Well, I had been wondering . . ." Myranda said, looking worriedly at Myn as she made another pass.

	"Yes, what is it?" Calypso asked.

	"How exactly did you get here? I know that the rest of you were either born here, or entered through the cave. You couldn't have," Myranda said.

	"Oh, couldn't I? You are no doubt aware that the cave is mostly filled with water for the vast majority of the year. While it is draining, some of the water finds its way to the mouth of the cave in the form of a stream. Most filters through a honeycomb of tunnels and caverns that are full of water year round. At least one such cave connects with the ocean on the landward side of a very treacherous rock formation that runs nearly the entire coast.

	"I was busy exploring said cave and I found my way up into the then-flooded main section. It didn't stay flooded long enough for me to find my way out again. As the water drained away, I was forced further and further along until I slipped into that smooth little bowl the waterfall has carved out. To my surprise, I was helped to this lovely little lake and here I have lived, quite happily, ever since. I can't say I don't miss the other merfolk, but I wouldn't trade all that I have learned and seen here for anything," she said.

	"Really? Remarkable," Myranda said.

	"Oh, but I always do the talking. I can hear my own voice anytime. Let's hear about you!" Calypso said.

	Myranda proceeded to retell the story of her life for what seemed like the hundredth time since her arrival. Deacon continually reached for his book to find his notes on the subject. Even in the water, he kept it by his side, casting a half-dozen spells to protect it from any damage it might take for the time being. When the tale worked its way to her arrival, Deacon did more telling than she, so excited was he. It was just as well. Myranda could never manage to tell of her own accomplishments without feeling she was boasting. Deacon concluded with a very detailed account of the Hollow incident.

	"Hollow. Quite a creepy fellow. Come here, Myranda. Let us see this mark of yours," the mermaid said.

	Myranda showed the thin white scar that had begun this bizarre journey of hers.

	"Ah. Yes. It is just as I had imagined it. Simple, elegant. The work of the spirits--or the gods. Tell me, Deacon, do we know yet what it means that this girl has the mark, but was not born with it?" she asked.

	"There were a number of phrases we've been able to translate from Hollow's latest speech that seem to allude to it," Deacon said, flipping to a seemingly random page in the book. "Yes, right here. ‘A mark both fresh and faded belongs to the carpenter'; 'A label of white adorns that which will see each.' Things of that nature."

	"I see; well, that certainly answers that." Calypso snorted. "Honestly. The spirits could be a bit more straightforward in their messages. If they truly wanted us to know what they were saying, they would say it more clearly. Well, regardless of what that mark means, we had best be sure you become what you are capable of. Let us begin the lesson," Calypso decided.

	The routine that formed that day would prove to make the next two weeks the most pleasant since Myranda's arrival. Aside from having to practically plead with Myn for permission to enter the water each day, and the inevitable pranks that Calypso would play, she had a glorious time. In the early lessons, Deacon and Calypso were equally involved in teaching her--though, as the days progressed, Calypso allowed Deacon to do as he pleased, preferring to watch and offer comments where needed.

	Each lesson would end at the water's edge, where Deacon would really shine. He taught her to levitate the water by filling it with her energy as she might slip her hand into a glove. As the time went on, she found that she could will the elevated water into simple shapes. Each day, of course, ended with her sessions with Lain, which continued to grow more challenging and frustrating with each fruitless battle, but even the sparring matches were not wholly unpleasant. They at least proved to her that she could hold her own with a gifted warrior--who, by this time, could not have been holding much back.

	The end of the second week marked the beginning of the lessons that would have to be done entirely on the land, as she would be doing the reverse of what she'd done before. Instead of drawing air from the water, she would be drawing water from air. Myranda was having great trouble with it. Calypso sat on the shore, instructing Myranda and allowing Deacon to be her hands.

	"I don't see why you don't give yourself a pair of legs for the time being. That is what you had done for all of your other students," Deacon said.

	"Yes, but I feel this is easier. No, no. Myranda, that is not quite right. You need to hold the staff lower; the energy will flow more smoothly. Deacon, show her," Calypso said.

	"She is right; it needs to be a bit lower, and your other hand a bit higher. You have to leave room for the ball of water to form. Later, you can twist the magic any way you wish, but right now you should be focusing on the spell, not the energy it takes to cast it," Deacon said.

	"I can tell her. I asked you to show her," the mermaid said.

	Deacon stood beside Myranda and guided her hands. He was fairly shaking as he touched her, taking his hands away quickly when her hands had reached the correct position.

	"There, I, uh . . . that is approximately where they, uh, ought to be," he said, stumbling over his words and seeming slightly out of breath.

	It was the first time since she'd met him that he had been anything but eloquent. A blush came to his cheeks. Myranda realized that she was blushing a bit, too. Calypso noticed it and grinned. The girl tried the spell again, but found that she couldn't manage it. She was having trouble concentrating. The grin on the mermaid's face turned to a smile. She beckoned for Deacon. When he waded over to her, she whispered something into his ear.

	"But why?" Deacon responded.

	"Well, you agree, don't you?" she asked.

	"Of course I agree, but I cannot imagine that she wouldn't already know," he said.

	"Well, don't you think it would be best to be sure?" she asked.

	"I suppose," he said, turning to Myranda. "Myranda, you are, um, very lovely."

	Myranda could feel the warm blush fill her face.

	"Thank you," she said.

	"Oh, there is no need to thank me. I am merely speaking the truth. I frankly do not see why Calypso thought it needed to be said," he said.

	The mermaid laughed.

	"You know a great deal about a great many things, Deacon, but you still have a few things to learn. That is enough for today. There is plenty of time to get it right," she said.

	"Oh, no! I had forgotten until this morning. We may not have the time we thought," Deacon said.

	"Why wouldn't we?" Calypso asked.

	"The full moon came on the first day of this month," he said.

	"Did it!? I hadn't been paying attention. How exciting!" she said.

	"What do you mean? What is this all about?" Myranda asked.

	"There will be another moon before the month is out! A blue moon!" Calypso said.

	Deacon answered Myranda's questioning look.

	"I've spoken of it before. I must have. It is a night when mystic energies run higher than any other. Acts of magic impossible on any other day can be done when the moon reaches its peak on that night. It is a tradition that on such a night we attempt to summon a being described in detail by the prophecy. This being is born of the elements themselves, and it is most assuredly one of the Chosen, and represents the sole exception of our rule banning summoning. However, it will not arise unless the mystic power used to conjure it is influenced by the strength of another Chosen.

	"For as long as this place has existed, it has been used as the test to see for certain if one of the Chosen is among us, and it would be a crime if you were not included in the ceremony," Deacon said.

	"And I need to be a Master of the elements by then, if I am to be a part . . ." she recalled.

	"Indeed. You will need to finish your training with me and have your overall exam by the end of next week. We will indeed need to hurry. Oh, curse it all. I finally get student with a personality and I have to push her through faster than any other. Someone up there is toying with me," Calypso said. "No matter, though. Myranda, you ought to get a bit more rest than usual tonight. We will need to push you harder tomorrow. Enjoy. Deacon, would you remain for a bit? I need to discuss something with you."

	Myranda headed off while Deacon lingered.

	"What was it you needed to discuss?" he asked.

	"In a moment," Calypso said, waiting until Myranda was well out of earshot. When their privacy was assured, she continued. "You like her. As more than a colleague."

	"Well, I . . ." he began.

	"It is an observation, not a question. She likes you as well. I know that you aren't going to confess your feelings so easily, so let me just give you a word of advice. If you feel that you wish things to move forward between the two of you, invite her with you to watch the opening of the cave when the falls relent. There is something about that place. It is where your parents met. It is where many parents met," she said. "Now go. Think about it."

	#

	The training continued the next day. The feeling was far more serious now. The days that followed were filled to the brim with education. The gray magic expertise that Deacon offered sped her progress markedly, so much so that there was a bit of time at the end of each day to slip in some pure gray magic, particularly illusions. By the time the end of the following week had drawn near, Myranda was deemed ready for the final exam.

	A large bowl with a hole in it was placed on a stand, just as Solomon had done in his test. However, this one was far larger, and the hole was smaller. She was charged with filling it with water by conjuring it from the air. The task would have been a simple one if not for the drain. Now she would not only have to conjure up enough water to fill it, but she would have to do it quickly enough to do so before it poured away.

	Myranda set her mind to work, reaching out and drawing in all of the moisture she could muster. It came in a tiny trickle into the bowl, and flowed out just as quickly. She would need to do much better. Her mind fanned out, reaching in all directions to try to find more water. The trickle increased, but not nearly enough. There must be enough water somewhere. She was not permitted to draw it from the lake or the sea; it had to be from the air. Finally, her mind happened upon what appeared to be a monumental mass of water suspended on its own. She began to draw it forth, but it must have been very far away, because she couldn't hear the trickle increase. She opened her eyes to see all in attendance looking up.

	"You didn't warn her about that, did you?" Deacon said.

	"Neither did you. This is going to be entertaining," Calypso said with a grin.

	Myranda wanted to crane her head and see what had attracted their attention, but the strain of concentrating was growing greater, as though she were pulling an ocean, yet nothing came. Then, in a tumult so sudden it nearly tore her from her focused state, the water came all at once. It was like a torrent coming down--not only where she intended, but everywhere else. Myranda guided as much of the water as she could manage into the bowl, not daring to open her eyes until she was finished, fearful of what she might see.

	"Enough! Well done! On to dexterity," Calypso said joyfully.

	The girl opened her eyes to see that, despite the fact that she was no longer drawing it forth, water was falling like a savage rain. She had reached forth and drawn down the very clouds, and what she had begun would have to continue until the storm had run its course. The people watching her scattered for shelter. Myn, who was just getting over the shock of being doused so suddenly, returned to Myranda's side. Now, all who remained to watch her were Calypso, quite at home in the rain, Deacon, drenched but unwilling to miss the spectacle, and Myn, faithful as always.

	"Just draw up a bit of the water. Heaven knows there is enough of it about. I want an ice sculpture of . . . oh, how about little Myn there. I want every detail. Shape it and freeze it. Begin immediately," Calypso instructed.

	Myranda obeyed. She drew up the water from the soaked ground until it seemed like a rippling mound. Her energies filtered through it, forcing it to change its shape to match that of the little dragon. The basic form was simple, but as the details came to be formed, Myranda could feel the strain of stretching her mind in so many directions at once. Nostrils, scales, teeth--each had to be crafted and held. It was difficult to tell how quickly the time had passed, but finally she found herself staring at a near-perfect replica of her dragon, sitting on its haunches, mouth open a bit and tongue protruding slightly.

	Myranda applied the reverse of one of the spells that Solomon had taught. A wave passed through the water, leaving all behind it solid ice.

	"Excellent. Wonderful job! Deacon, tell me, do you remember that foolish spell Gilliam used?" Calypso asked.

	"Of course," he said.

	"Well, cast it on this work of art. It needs to be saved in a form a bit more enduring than ice," she said.

	Deacon raised his crystal and closed his eyes. The spell must have been a mighty one, because even in her drowsy, weakened state, Myranda could feel the power of it flowing. A less distinct wave of light began to pass over the surface of the ice statue. It rippled slowly along like a dozen grasping fingers creeping up. Behind it, the ice was turned to stone. When it reached the nose of the statue, his work was done. It was solid rock, saved for posterity. Deacon gave a sigh of relief as he finished.

	"Well done, both of you. It has been a pleasure working with you, Myranda. Don't think that just because I am no longer your teacher that you can just stop visiting me. Deacon, you get her to Azriel. I have got to get this lovely thing down below," Calypso said.

	"What? Azriel? Isn't she the founder?" Myranda asked, still dazed from the effort.

	"Yes, you need to be declared a Full Master," he said, walking her in the direction of the crystal arena. All the while, the rain she had caused was hammering down.

	"But I have been. Calypso said it," she said.

	"No, no. You have been declared a Master of four separate disciplines. Now you must prove just how capable you are in their practical use. Then you will be a Full Master," he said.

	"I don't understand. There are that many different levels of Master?" she said.

	"Oh yes. We have nine main levels of mastery in magic alone. There is Novice, Journeyman, Master, Full Master, Highest Master, Grand Master, Archmage, and Elder. Aside from that we have Battlemages, Specialists, Seers . . ." he said.

	"What? I have been through four full disciplines and I am not even half of the way up the hierarchy?" she said in disbelief.

	"Well, with any luck, after today you will be halfway," he said.

	"But I can barely think. How am I going to pass another test?" she asked.

	"Don't worry about that. In fact, you had better give me that staff. You are likely to break it," he said as he led her onward.

	 


Chapter 33

	They approached the crystal arena. When she had first seen it, Myranda had been struck by the beauty of the place. Now, with rain pouring down from a darkened sky, it was the size that seized her mind. The spires around the perimeter looked like the teeth of some horrible creature. Myn scampered up beside them, familiar and quite fond of the place that now seemed so ominous. They stopped at the base of one of the carved columns. There, Deacon laid the staff on the ground.

	"Now, before we enter, I cannot stress this strongly enough. You absolutely must take this seriously. The danger will be real. She will try to trick you. Her purpose here is to test your mind. She will not relent. I have seen the strongest men and women I have ever known enter this place to face her and leave changed. My own experiences were mild, and I must say they still have a place in my nightmares. This is likely to be the most trying experience you've ever had," he said.

	"What will she do?" Myranda asked.

	"I don't know. She seldom repeats a specific test. Are you prepared?" he asked.

	"How can I be?" she asked.

	"Then let us begin," he said.

	The three stepped across the border. It was the difference between night and day. Once inside, her head was as crisp and clear as it had ever been, the sun was shining, the clouds were gone, and instead of the cold, hard crystal that she knew to be beneath her, she found downy, soft grass. It was uncannily similar to her image of what the south must be like. Ahead there was a wholesome-looking thatched cottage.

	As they approached, a woman appeared before them. She seemed to materialize, like a cloud of smoke that wafted together rather than away. Draped about her graceful form was a black cloak with white, flame-like patterns rising from the hem that flickered and twisted as though they truly burned. She stood a few inches taller than Myranda, older, but the picture of elegance. Her hair was a glorious white and hung well past her shoulders.

	The dragon showed her usual suspicion, becoming defensive at the woman's arrival, but upon recognizing her as the mealtime host, she relented.

	"Welcome. I have been waiting for our prodigy. By the grace of your own skills, I have not had to wait long. And, Deacon, I understand that you have been this young girl's steward. Splendid, please come inside," she said in a voice that radiated civility.

	She led them inside where a trio of overstuffed chairs surrounded a table set with the most sumptuous feast that Myranda had ever seen. All manner of meats, cheese, and bread covered it from end to end. The four sat--Azriel at the head of the table, Deacon and Myranda at each side, and Myn upon the floor beside Myranda. The chair was impossibly comfortable, and the food was something out of a fantasy. The wine was nectar. The meat fairly melted as soon as it touched her tongue. The atmosphere was so warm and inviting, Myranda couldn't feel more at ease.

	The same could not be said of Deacon. He sat rigidly in place, eating slowly and sparingly, as though he did so only because of what might happen if he did not. The fear rolled off of him as palpably as the grace flowed from Azriel. When they were through, their host spoke again.

	"Now, I have been blessed with the honor of treating your little Myn to her meals. She is as fine a beast as I have ever seen. Treat her well and she will serve you well. Of that much I am sure. As for you, Deacon, am I to take your presence as an indication that Myranda has had a dose of gray magic as well?" she asked.

	"Just a touch, your grace. A spell or two," he answered quickly, hesitating to even look Azriel in the eye.

	"Well, every little bit helps. Gray magic is a favorite of mine. It is possible that I shall have something of a challenge from this one. I relish the thought. I also understand that Hollow had a word with her. Quite the unique occurrence," she said.

	"We believe that she may have a connection to the Chosen. She even has a semblance of the mark," Deacon offered timidly.

	"Might I see it?" Azriel asked.

	"Show her. Show her the mark," Deacon whispered insistently.

	As Myranda revealed the palm of her left hand, she couldn't understand how this motherly woman could be making Deacon so uneasy.

	"Yes, yes. It is not a birthmark, but no ordinary person could bear such a mark, if it truly is that of the Chosen," Azriel said.

	"That is why it is very important that we get her to the ceremony just as quickly as we can," Deacon said.

	"Well, that is hardly any concern of mine. I shall test her as I would any other. She will decide if she is ready," Azriel said, the tiniest hint of annoyance in her voice.

	One would have thought that she had lashed out at Deacon, so quickly did he retract himself.

	"Oh, your grace, I meant nothing by it. I am certain that you will be fair, and that Myranda will succeed," Deacon said, brushing sweat from his brow and releasing a shaky sigh.

	"Perhaps, though, it is best that we do not dally. Now, now. What test is best for a prodigy? I believe that I will administer the escape test. That seems appropriate," she said.

	Myranda nodded, curious as to what the test entailed. Deacon shook as if struck when he heard the words.

	"W-what duration . . . if it is not too forward of me to ask?" Deacon nervously inquired.

	"I believe, for this occasion, ten minutes seems long enough," she said.

	"Oh, well, that doesn't sound so--" Myranda began.

	"Ten minutes! You must reconsider. She has only just finished her water training today!" he objected, his fear for Myranda overcoming his fear for himself.

	"I have spoken. I will not be dissuaded," she said.

	Suddenly, Deacon vanished, wafting away just as Azriel had appeared. Myn was similarly swept away, leaving Myranda alone with her examiner.

	"What have you done with them?" she asked, slightly taken aback by the action.

	"They are still about. Myn is with him, but she cannot see any of this. She and I have a fine relationship, and I would hate to spoil it by upsetting her. Deacon is somewhere where he can watch without becoming a nuisance to either of us. Ah, that boy. His concern for you is rather charming, and perhaps not out of place, but so irritating. Nevertheless, we've a task at hand. First, allow me to expand the field of play," she answered.

	Without any outward semblance of effort, the sorceress began to reconfigure their surroundings. The walls pushed away and turned from warm, inviting wood to cold stone. The table lengthened, and as it did, new food sprouted up to occupy it. The doorway gaped massively and chains sprang forth to connect to the door, which fell away with an earthshaking crash to bridge a moat that had formed outside. The fire from the hearth shot to the center of the room and scattered, lighting a dozen or so torches dotting the walls, as well as countless candles and a massive chandelier that dropped down from the now-towering ceiling.

	In the space of a few moments, she had come to be standing in the great banquet hall of some ancient castle.

	"There. I would say that this is a far more fitting venue. Now for the rules of the game. This hourglass will run through after five minutes," she said.

	An hourglass appeared, floating above the center of the table.

	"After that, it will be turned over, such that it may run back. Now, while the sand is in motion, I will endeavor to capture you, and you will endeavor to escape me. You will be designated a failure if you remain captured long enough for me to mark you down in a red book of failure with this pen," the wizard said.

	A case of books materialized behind her. Out from it slid the last in a very long line of red-covered books. The bottom shelf was the only one not fully occupied by the books of failure, as two white books occupied it, and one conspicuous black-covered one.

	"Now, if you pass, you will be marked down in the white book. The trial ends when the last grain of sand has returned from whence it came, or when your name has been marked down," she explained. "Have you any questions?"

	"How can I expect to resist you? Look how powerful you are. I have only begun my training," she said.

	"You have reached a level of mastery in the elemental arts. That is quite enough. As for power? In this place, you are as powerful as I. So long as you know how to cast a spell, you shall do so without effort and without delay. You are being tested only on your knowledge and ingenuity. Now--begin," she said.

	"But I--" she began.

	Her words were cut off by a bizarre sensation as the room, and all that filled it, seemed to grow to many times its size. A second odd feeling came as she was drawn into the air by some invisible force and dropped down into a red liquid. It stung her eyes, and when she surfaced and looked about, her view of the massive room was wavy and distorted. She had been shrunk and dropped into a wine bottle! The cork worked itself into the opening as Azriel walked the short distance to the pedestal, having already willed the pen into her hand.

	Myranda cast her strength into the air around her. Instantly it swirled into action, bursting the cork from the bottle with such force that the bottle tipped. After sloshing violently about, Myranda squeezed from the mouth of the bottle. She had to find somewhere to hide long enough to figure out how to undo the spell. Deacon had yet to teach it.

	She ran further among the place settings of the table, crouching behind a folded napkin. Her mind swiftly analyzed her body, quickly happening upon an odd twist of magic that seemed to be wrapped about her. She made ready to levy her own strength against it when a shadow appeared.

	Looking to the source, she saw, towering over her, the form of a cat. It was pure black with white flames flickering in its dark eyes. Myranda tried to run, but the cat swatted her painfully to the ground and held her there. In a flash, the cat was turned to stone, pinning her to the ground. Azriel appeared beside the table and headed in the direction of the book again. Myranda finished her work against the shrinking spell, restoring her size quickly enough to hurl the statue away and clear a good portion of the table she was laying on.

	"Really, now. Must you make such a mess?" Azriel complained as she turned to watch Myranda sprint out of the banquet hall and down one of the adjoining halls.

	Myranda found herself in a long hallway, lined with doors on either side. The doors began to slam, working their way toward her. The girl dove into a doorway containing an ascending staircase before the door could close and climbed it. There was another hall at the top, and she quickly entered the nearest room. It appeared to be a bedroom with a narrow window and posh furnishings. Azriel couldn't have made it out of the dining hall yet. With any luck she still thought that Myranda had been trapped in the first hallway.

	"No such luck, I am afraid," came a second voice in her head.

	The door slammed shut and locked. Myranda struggled against it, but the heavy wooden door would not budge. It would be a fool's errand to search for a key. Thinking quickly, her mind turned to one of Deacon's spells. Outside of this place, she found the manipulation of the spell to be a clumsy and imprecise procedure, but here things might be different. She cast her mind into the lock, manipulating the individual elements directly. Within a few moments, with a satisfying click, the door popped open.

	After a moment of relief, she tried to leave the room. The door was opened barely halfway when it slammed shut again, hurling her backward. Before her eyes the wooden door turned to a heavy iron cell door, and the lock vanished entirely. Soon the door was just a barred portion of wall. It could not be opened. Myranda scrambled out the window onto a thin ledge. The window sealed up behind her, as did each other one along the ledge.

	"Well, now. Trapped on the ledge? That is a capture as well," Azriel's voice echoed in her thoughts.

	Again Myranda's mind raced. She combed her thoughts for any foreign presence. Finding one, she forced it out. That was how Azriel was reading her thoughts. Now, perhaps, the wizard would not be so certain of her location. With one problem solved, Myranda had to now escape the ledge. The solution was obvious, but unpleasant. Without delay, the girl leapt into the frigid water of the moat below. She resurfaced, gasping for air, only to find Azriel peering off of the drawbridge with a grin.

	"I may not be able to detect your mind anymore, but a deaf man could have heard that splash," she said.

	In an instant, the water around Myranda began to freeze. She tried to scramble up the edge of the moat, but her foot was locked into the ice. Azriel chuckled lightly to herself as she walked leisurely toward the pedestal to mark down her victory. Myranda listened closely to the footsteps recede. In a flash, enough heat was conjured to free her foot. No sooner had the girl scrambled to freedom than the teacher stopped. Myranda acted fast--before her return.

	"You know that I will always know when you are captured and when you are free. There is nothing you can do about that," Azriel informed Myranda.

	The girl, now on the drawbridge, tried to rush silently past her. Once the student had made it inside the castle, Azriel willed the individual stones of the floor to rise up as bars to form a cage. Myranda stopped abruptly. Azriel opened her mouth to gloat, but stopped. Poking her hand through the bars to grab the girl, her fingers passed right through.

	"An illusion! I didn't expect to see any of those out of you," she said.

	The teacher ran outside and forced away any illusions that were not her work. Clinging to the wall were a number of bars of ice, forming a crude ladder leading to one of the first floor windows that had fortunately not been willed away like those of the second floor. Azriel rose into the air and approached the window. It widened to allow her through easily, but Myranda could already be heard hurrying down the hall. Azriel made her way out of the room just in time to see an image of Myranda rush into every open doorway and slam it.

	"What fun, a student with creativity," Azriel said.

	The powerful wizard touched her fingers to the wall and the stone became as transparent as glass. The effect spread until each and every block that composed the castle could be seen through. One by one, the illusions of Myranda were dispelled, but finishing was not necessary. The change that came over the castle startled the true Myranda, who stumbled backward, knocking over the bookshelf.

	When her eyes met Azriel's, and a wicked grin came to her instructor's face, the girl sprang to her feet and ran toward the hourglass. Only a minute or two had passed, and the rules said that the test would be ended when the last grain returned from whence it had come. If she inverted the glass now, she would need to last only a minute or two more. Azriel was moving quickly toward her, unimpeded by the walls and floor, which separated like curtains at her approach. Just as the teacher's feet came to rest on the floor of the banquet hall once again, Myranda grasped the timepiece. With any luck she would be able to invert it and lock it in ice until the last few grains fell.

	Luck, alas, was not with her. When the floating hourglass was tipped to the side, the whole of the castle seemed to lurch in the opposite direction. She lost grip on the glass and slid along the floor, colliding painfully with the wall. Nothing else seemed to be affected by the bizarre shift, which was a mercy, as had the furniture followed her she would have been crushed beneath it.

	"Surprisingly, you were not the first to attempt to exploit that little technicality. As a result I have assured that, regardless of which way the hourglass is pointing, the sand continues to fall in the appropriate direction. Just for fun, I have seen to it that you fall in that direction as well, no matter which way I turn it," the devilish instructor said.

	As she spoke her last sentence, she turned the hourglass in a random direction, sending Myranda sliding or falling in that direction. She concluded by flipping the hourglass over. Myranda held fast to the table, which she had become pinned against. It was heavy enough to keep her down.

	"Well, if that is how you want it," Azriel said. Suddenly the furniture, with the exception of the pedestal, the book atop it, and the hourglass, plummeted upward. In a thunderous crash of splintering wood, the contents of the room collided with the vaulted roof.

	Myranda struggled to move, a good portion of debris having landed atop her. Many bones were broken by the crash, but no sooner had she realized this than they were repaired. As she pulled herself from the rubble, Azriel floated "down" to the ceiling and flipped upside down to survey the damage.

	"Still able to move about, eh? Very well. We shall have to restrain you," she said.

	The sorceress's eyes wandered as she tried to think of something creative to torture her student with. They came to rest on the chandelier, which was hanging "up," unaffected by the shift. She smiled, and the leg-like candle holders twitched to life, scurrying up its chain and across the ceiling like some ornate spider. Everywhere the candle-tipped feet touched took to flame. Myranda freed herself and moved as quickly as she could across the rubble-strewn ceiling, but the animated candelabra moved across debris as though it was born to do it, which of course it had been. The pseudo-creature tore its chain from its mount and threw a loop of it around the hapless girl. In a twinkling she was wrapped tightly in the chain, and the fire was pooling around her.

	"Right. I am rather proud of that one." Azriel beamed as she moved to the pedestal and took up the pen.

	Myranda used her mind to gather up as much of the fire that surrounded her as she could and focused it around the chandelier spider. The automaton melted immediately, dripping in bright orange blobs to the floor below, but the chain cocooning her remained taut. With the utmost of care to protect herself, as she had the leaves in Solomon's test, she sliced the chains with the fire.

	"Your resourcefulness is remarkable. I may have to redefine the word capture," said Azriel.

	Approaching the hourglass again, she gave it a twirl. Instantly, Myranda found herself falling, jerked this way and that as "down" perpetually changed. It was disrupting beyond belief. She could barely think. She certainly couldn't move, as each time she approached something that she could grab onto, she fell away from it again. She was trapped in mid-air. Another smile of satisfaction came to her instructor's face and the pen was once again in hand.

	Myranda's mind searched for something that might free her. The only thing that seemed to have a chance was levitation. She had never managed it on anything but water before, but Deacon had assured her that the same technique needed to be changed only slightly to levitate anything. Myranda consciously took hold of the mystic energy inside of herself and commanded it to be still. Her uncontrollable flight through the room came to a swift end. A second thought brought the spinning hourglass to a halt, this time properly oriented. As she lowered herself to the ground, Azriel gave a smug smile.

	"I must say, you are driving me to new heights of creativity," Azriel said.

	Myranda opened her mouth to reply to the compliment, only to be stopped by an odd sinking feeling. She looked down to discover that the floor beneath her had turned to quicksand. She sank swiftly to her waist before she once again put the levitation spell to work. The sand held firm, but slowly she was beginning to pull herself free.

	"Sandstone," Azriel said audibly.

	Instantly the sand was stone once more, and straining against it felt as though her legs, still encased within, would give far before the stone did. Azriel still had the pen in hand and approached the book to mark the failure. Myranda needed time. She threw up a wall of flame between Azriel and the pedestal. Azriel smirked and undid the spell, barely missing a step. Myranda focused her mind on the tremor spell. A few moments of shaking that threatened to turn her bones to powder shattered the stone of the floor. The pieces of rock fell away, as there was nothingness beneath them, but Myranda levitated herself up.

	"Right, that is quite enough levitation for one day," Azriel said.

	Myranda dropped, grabbing onto the edge of the hole she'd made. She tried to levitate again, only to find that some spell--an enormously complicated one--was blocking her from doing so. Though she knew that with time she could break the spell, she had more pressing matters at hand.

	The girl pulled herself out of the hole in the ground and bolted for the doorway. The chains of the drawbridge pulled taught as she approached, and the stones of the floor began to shoot up in front of her, forming bars as they had for her illusion earlier. She dodged some and cast a quick tremor to shatter others. She was determined to escape this castle. Azriel's spells were becoming more potent by the second, and there was no doubt that she was not far from discovering one that would stall Myranda long enough to mark her failure. She simply had to get as far from the book as possible to maximize the time she had to escape.

	The drawbridge was nearly halfway shut by the time she had fought her way to it. As she climbed the steep wooden incline, the surface turned into a checkerboard of fire and ice. Was Azriel trying to catch her or kill her? She swept the fire away with her mind and managed to leap from one piece of charred wood to the other until she pulled herself onto the nearly vertical end of the bridge. With a mighty leap, she came crashing down on the outer bank of the moat. The drawbridge sealed shut and for a moment there was peace. Myranda breathed a sigh of relief, but it was cut short by the creaking of the chains. A moment later they snapped and the drawbridge began to fall open. The terrified girl rolled frantically away, narrowly avoiding being crushed beneath the massive door. So narrow was her escape that, when she tried to move, she found that the hem of her tunic was pinned beneath the bridge.

	The shadowy form of Azriel was approaching through the doorway. Myranda pulled desperately at the pinned cloth until it tore free. First, she rekindled the blazes on the bridge. In an instant smoke, fire, and steam concealed the outside world from anyone within. With the modicum of time she'd bought, the girl scanned the horizon. There was a scattering of trees and bushes dotting the open field before her. She conjured a wind to rattle the branches and prayed that her idea would work.

	Azriel walked across the flaming walkway utterly unaffected by the flames. She reached the other side of the moat a moment before the tattered wooden door fell into the water. An unseen force made her twitch. Turning to look through the steam rising from the moat, she saw that the first five minutes had elapsed. The hourglass inverted itself, foregoing the gravity reversal that generally would accompany it. Her purpose here was to be tested against as many situations as possible, not the same one over and over again.

	With the approaching deadline renewing her resolve, Azriel turned back to the field. Myranda had been busy. She'd managed to shake free the seeds from the trees and bushes and grow a veritable forest to hide in. It was far too dense to see through, and the girl was still able to thwart her detection spell.

	"Clever girl, but there are more ways than one to track prey," Azriel said.

	She began to stalk forward, seeming to waft away and back again as a pitch-black wolf with the same flickering white fire in her eyes. The air carried the scent of her target as clear as day. As she followed it, the trees nearest to her withered and died.

	Far ahead, Myranda moved--unseen but not unknown--through the thick woods of her own creation. Precious little sun made it through the leaves, a fact that made her feel all the better. As a minute ticked by, then another, the tiniest hint of a feeling of safety came over her. It was a feeling quickly dispelled when she heard the quiet swish of grass beneath feet other than her own. She looked about, trying to spot her hunter, but Azriel made the very sun in the sky sink below the horizon, replacing it with a moon with hardly the strength to allow more than a few rays to peek through the thick canopy. Silently, Myranda managed to climb the nearest tree.

	In a lone spot of moonlight, she saw the flicker of a black lupine form, and she realized how she had been found. She conjured a wind from behind her hunter to carry the scent away, but it was too late. The branches of the tree closed in around her like a cage. The moon seemed to brighten, lighting the cleared path leading to the castle.

	Something, moving fast, came bursting out of the distant doorway toward them. It was the pedestal, book and pen perched firmly on top. When the pedestal was beside her, Azriel resumed her proper form. She took up the pen. Myranda drew all of the heat she could from the branches. They stiffened, crackling and flaking as the cold rendered them fragile. The desperate girl lashed out against the embrittled wood. The limbs gave way far more suddenly and fully than she had expected. Every last branch and much of the trunk collapsed into large, icy chunks.

	Myranda landed amid the rubble and scrambled to her feet. The bulk of the pieces had dropped atop Azriel herself, as well as the pedestal. There was a powerful aura emanating from beneath the pile. If the fury of one was ever strong enough to be felt by another, then this surely was it. Myranda sprinted away, terrified of what may happen next. After a few moments, Azriel exploded from beneath the pile. The sky turned blood-red, glowing with a light that permeated all beneath it.

	"No one--no one--attacks me. You little witch. This is no longer just a game," her voice thundered as she floated high above the tree tops.

	With a thrust of her hand the trees were spread with such force that some were torn from their roots. Myranda was knocked to the ground by the force of the energy. The ground beneath her began to rumble. A vast rift split the ground, large enough to swallow trees whole. Myranda clung to the edge, but was suddenly wrenched into the air. She fought hard against the force that held her, but it had a grip on her that she could not break. The ground below her began to glow almost white hot.

	"What are you going to do?" Myranda cried.

	As an answer, the molten ground swirled up around her. The heat was unimaginable as she found herself concealed in a void of the swirling ball of liquid stone. As it cooled, it became clear, and she saw Azriel with a look of satisfaction on her face. Myranda was lowered to the still-scalding hot floor of her glass prison.

	"Now. To mark my success," she said.

	The pen came to her hand and she turned to the book. Dipping the tip of the quill in the ink, she pressed it to paper, or at least tried to. With a waver, the pen passed right through the book. Azriel clenched her fist and whisked the illusion away.

	"Where is it!" she demanded.

	Myranda answered only with a cold, silent stare. Azriel turned and held out her palm toward the castle in the distance. The entire contents of the bookshelf, as well as the hourglass, streaked across the ground to meet her. A wave of the same hand flung all of the books open at once. The pages fluttered, each revealing itself to be completely filled. She turned viciously to Myranda. The girl removed the red-covered book from her tunic and grinned. Azriel wrenched it from her hands, clinking it against the wall of her transparent cell.

	Myranda snatched it back and protected it with all of the strength of mind she could muster, which in this place was more than considerable.

	"Release it, girl. There is precious little air in there, and it grows more precious by the moment. It will not last you until the time runs out. I will make sure of that," Azriel said.

	"You cannot win. If you break this to have the book, I will be free and you will not be able to sign it. If you don't, I will last the time limit. If I meditate, I will hardly have to breathe at all," Myranda fairly taunted.

	Azriel gritted her teeth. The world around them was crumbling in the wake of her anger. Myranda clutched the book and turned away. The mystic pull on the book relinquished just long enough for a small opening to appear in the side of the capsule. Myranda turned to the blast of cool air, holding the book in front of her. Azriel tore it from her hands and whipped it open. Myranda grabbed it and struggled to pull it back, but Azriel had it in her hands now. Myranda pulled and pulled with her mind, and the book constantly threatened to slip from the teacher's grasp, but she managed to produce the pen and, in a very unsteady scrawl, mark down Myranda's name.

	With the deed done, the sky resumed its azure hue, the faults in the ground sealed over, and the capsule containing Myranda vanished. She lowered gently to the ground. The delightful little cottage that served as the start to the trying ordeal seemed to form again around them. A moment later, while she was still dazed from the sudden and complete change, Myranda's friends reappeared. Deacon rushed to her, having seen all that had happened. Myn scampered over, happy to see Myranda again, but stopped suddenly to survey her friend.

	Myranda looked ragged and worn out. She was drenched with sweat. Vast patches of her clothes were scorched. Myn glanced first at Deacon, then at Azriel, eager to find someone to blame. The decision did not take long, as she gave Deacon a quick series of lashes with her tail as punishment.

	"Ouch. I was beside you the entire time! I couldn't have done this," he said, reaching down to help Myranda up.

	"She should be very proud of herself. It was a tremendous showing. I dare say she figured a spell or two out for herself while she was being tested. The mark of potential to be sure," Azriel remarked, once again fully composed and matriarchal. She was busy arranging the red and white books again, a look of mild confusion on her face. She was having trouble fitting them on the appropriate shelves.

	"You certainly outperformed me on my first failure. I required no less than three attempts to complete it," Deacon reassured her. "I shudder to think what would have become of me had I put up half of the resistance you did. I was a bit worried toward the end."

	When Myranda stood, a book slipped from her tunic and dropped to the ground. The rogue book, a red-covered one, drew the attention of all present. Azriel knelt to retrieve it, placing it on the table beside the one in which she had just marked Myranda's name. They were identical. The teacher silently waved her hand over the first book. The red color faded to white.

	"Clever, clever girl," she said quietly.

	Deacon's jaw hung agape as Azriel flipped to the last occupied page of the newly-white book, where Myranda's name could be clearly seen.

	"Well then. I would not say that it was the most straightforward method, but a technicality is nonetheless a victory in this case. It would appear you have passed after all. I wonder--when did you steal the two books?" Azriel asked.

	"While you were dispelling my illusions one by one," Myranda said, lowering herself shakily to a chair.

	"And you stumbled into the bookcase to cover your tracks. Brilliant!" Deacon said.

	"You certainly fought valiantly to keep hold of that book, despite the fact that it was the one you had wanted me to sign all along," Azriel said.

	"I thought you might suspect something if I didn't. Not to mention I was not certain it would work, and I was afraid of how you might have reacted had you discovered what I'd done," Myranda said.

	"You could have been killed for the sake of a ruse!" Deacon said.

	"Well, I don't think she would have killed me," Myranda said with a weak smile.

	"I most certainly would have. What do you suppose the black book is for? It contains the names of those whose ambition overcame their resourcefulness. Lucky for you, I was able to wrestle the book from your grip before I wrestled the breath from your lungs," Azriel said. It was unnerving how nonchalantly she was able to seem when speaking about her willingness to kill.

	Myranda swallowed hard as the realization of her situation swept over her.

	"Well, I would so love to chat with you, but I simply must improve my spells. I still cannot believe you managed to keep me out of your head. That is a rather rare feat. Off with you. Go do some well-deserved bragging," Azriel said.

	Myranda and Deacon quickly obeyed. Suddenly, Deacon's fear of her seemed entirely justified. They kept a rather brisk pace, with Myn trotting behind, until they came to a seemingly arbitrary spot in the field surrounding the cottage.

	"Wait here, would you?" Deacon said.

	"Why here?" Myranda asked.

	"We have reached the edge of the arena. I must retrieve your staff," he said.

	He leaned forward, the very air in front of him seeming to ruffle like a curtain as he vanished, first to the shoulders, then to the waist. When he stood again, his upper body reappearing, he held the staff. He was also dripping wet.

	"There. You will need this if you hope to make it back to your hut," he said.

	"Why? I feel quite well. A bit shaken, but aside from my poor heart, I don't believe I am any the worse for wear. I feel better now than when I entered," she said.

	"Yes, and you will lose that benefit when you leave," he said, handing her the staff. "Now, watch your step."

	Myranda took a few steps forward. As soon as her head left the boundary of the arena, she felt as though all of her strength had been sapped from her. She leaned heavily on the staff for support. It sunk partway into the muddy ground. The downpour she had inadvertently caused was still raging. In some places the water was ankle-deep. When she had taken a moment to adjust to the state of mental drain she once again found herself in, she spoke.

	"Why hasn't someone stopped this rain?" Myranda asked.

	"There is your answer," Deacon said, pointing to an odd sight at the edge of the lake in the distance.

	"What is it? My eyes won't focus," she said.

	"Ayna is arguing with Calypso. This happens every time a storm must be stopped. Storms are all wind and water, so it falls to either Ayna or Calypso to manage them as our resident experts, but Ayna will not let Calypso do so. While Calypso does not care about the storm, one of her favorite things in life is torturing Ayna, so she categorically refuses to allow Ayna to do so either. More than once, the argument has outlasted the storm. Forget about that, though. Let us get you to bed. Tomorrow night is the blue moon and you must be at your best," he said.

	The words barely filtered into Myranda's head. She stumbled and sloshed her way to her hut, closed the door, changed into dry clothes, and collapsed. Myn took her usual perch atop her, and the pair drifted off to sleep.

	 


Chapter 34

	Myranda did not so much as stir until midday, when Deacon reluctantly woke her and informed her that the ceremony would be starting soon. When she left her hut, there was a feeling of anticipation permeating the village. People rushed to and fro. Deacon led her to the courtyard where the Elder's hut had been. It was now conspicuously missing, and in its place, there was a rectangular marble altar.

	In any other place, she would question how an entire structure could have vanished overnight and be replaced with something else, but here she merely admired the altar. At each side of it, there stood a smaller one bearing a bowl. People had begun to join hands around the ring that Myranda and Deacon had retreated to when she first came here. On the edge of this ring, nearest to the mountains, was a tall post topped with a hoop. Below it was the chair of the Elder.

	"We will begin shortly and continue until the last of us drops, so I had best give you your instructions. We will join hands around the central altars. When we begin, the elemental Masters will provide a mystically pure sample of their respective element. We will then focus all of the strength that we can muster into your neighbors. In this way, all of the energy that the Masters need will be available. Once the ring as a whole has reached a state of focus, we shall begin to chant 'Earth, fire, wind, water.' Whatever language you wish. With a blue moon in the sky, the spirits will hear," he said.

	"How will we know when it is working?" she asked.

	"You will know. Now, until the moon rises, it is very important that the ring not be broken. If you feel that you cannot go on, join the hands of your neighbors before you pass out. Once the moon is at its height, though, you need not worry. Let us begin," he said.

	Myranda was led to her place on the circle. The Elder was at the north end of the circle. Calypso was present, once again displaying a pair of legs. She and Ayna, Solomon, and Cresh were spaced regularly about the circumference. Deacon was at the south end. Myranda found herself on the western side, and soon she discovered that Lain was situated directly across from her in the distance. All of those who formed the circle were at least at the level of mastery that she had reached, leaving apprentices and other low-level students scurrying about, attempting to prepare the ceremony. Azriel was absent, either unwilling or unable to leave the arena, so the task fell to her to occupy Myn for as long as necessary. After what she had been through, the thought made Myranda more than a bit uneasy.

	There was little time to think of that, though. She joined hands with those beside her, a pair of warriors she had spoken with several times in the days following her encounter with Hollow. Cresh approached the central altar and poured a sample of rich brown earth into one of the bowls. Ayna followed and conjured a burst of wind that swirled against the bowl, somehow persisting and rotating within it. Solomon cast a tongue of flame into another bowl and it burned brilliantly without fuel. The final bowl was filled with water drawn from the air itself by Calypso.

	Soon the magic began to flow. It was the most curious feeling. She focused and spread out her strength, only to feel more than she'd contributed flowing through her. For a long time, she felt no stress or fatigue at all. The same could not be said of the warriors. Before the sun had set, half of them had reached their limits. By nightfall, she was holding hands with Solomon and Cresh, and the circle was slightly more than half of its original size.

	As the moon began to peek over the horizon, the chanting began. It was curious to hear all of the different voices and languages chanting in bursts of sound. The power flowing through them was noticeably increased, and it grew stronger with each passing minute as the moon climbed higher in the sky.

	The last of the warriors--with the exception of Lain--and the first of the wizards began to fall, and Myranda could feel the strength draining from her. The magic had grown so intense that it was visible, racing about the circle as a pale blue filament of energy. Holding hands was no longer needed, and the elemental Masters separated to focus more intently on their tasks.

	As the moon climbed even higher, the purpose for the hoop at the end of the pole became clear. The shadow cast by the supernaturally bright moonlight was approaching the altar. When the moon reached its peak, the altar would be entirely within the circular shadow. A pair of the younger wizards collapsed and were dragged away by apprentices. Myranda struggled to maintain her concentration. The task at hand was an odd one. She had to keep the power she was immersed in moving, despite the fact it was more than she could handle if it was still. It was oddly like juggling.

	The big moment was only a few minutes away. Of the dozens that had started, only eight were left. The Elder stood firm, with the four elemental Masters showing signs of fatigue. Both the white and black magic Masters had just fallen, and Deacon looked ready to break. Lain, somehow, was as steady as ever. Myranda could feel herself wavering. Then the moon made its last shift. Time seemed to slow as the thin filament of energy swelled to a thick band, then practically a wall that blocked out the outside world.

	Each elemental wizard struggled forward. A portion of the energy was pulled away and forced into the pure essences at the altar. First, the wind swirled savagely, moving slowly over to the earth. Instantly, the earth was caught up in the breeze. The water came next, whirling up into the powerful mix. Finally, it approached the fire. Rather than the wet mixture hissing into steam or extinguishing the fire, the flames seemed to mix with it as smoothly as the other elements had. What was before them was a spinning mass of all of the elements, here red as fire, there brown as earth. Here thin as wind, there thick as water. The unique mass swirled atop the central altar, basking in the most direct rays of the blue moon.

	Ayna suddenly lost consciousness, the force of the magic in the air hurling her through the glowing wall. A moment later, Calypso dropped, her legs shifting back to the emerald tail. She was quickly carried away by apprentices brave enough to enter the ring of magic. Deacon was next, dropping to the ground. Cresh dropped to his knees, consciousness leaving him more slowly.

	Myranda, too, reached her breaking point. Unable to pull her mind to this task or any other, she crumbled to the ground, just barely able to keep her eyes open to take in the spectacle. Solomon, Lain, and the Elder remained. The dragon fought valiantly, but the energy was far too much. He dropped down. As the swirling mass of magic and elements seemed to concentrate, the Elder lowered herself slowly to her seat. She seemed to know that her strength would not last a moment longer, as when she finished sitting, her eyes closed and her head bobbed limply to the side in deep sleep.

	Only Lain remained, yet the magic continued to focus. Whatever it was that they had been working to create, it had mind enough of its own to sustain itself. An ember of light formed at the base of the altar and slowly circled upward. When it reached the bottom of the mystic elements, it seemed to ignite a thin band of the material into white hot flames. The fire worked its way up the mass. What was left behind was a pair of tapering columns of wind swirling so forcefully and tightly that they were clearly distinct from the air around them. The fire continued its path, revealing a roughly female form composed of the very wind.

	When the white hot flames flickered out, twin almonds of golden light opened on what would have been the face of the form. These "eyes" swept coldly over the small portion of the courtyard within the wall of light. Quickly they came to rest on the figure of Lain--from Myranda's point of view, merely a silhouette against the wall. The windy creature lowered to the ground.

	The instant that its feet touched the earth, a second wave of white flames swept quickly up the form, leaving behind a sandy gray statue that walked purposefully toward Lain. He had dropped to one knee, a hand on the ground to steady himself. The being that they had fought so hard to bring into existence lowered a hand and cradled the chin of the weary creature, tilting his head up to gaze briefly into his eyes. With a slight nod, the being took its hand away and turned to look about one last time. Through Myranda's rapidly fading vision, she could just make out the very same mark that Myranda bore on her hand and Lain bore on his chest inscribed on the forehead of this new being. It returned her gaze for a moment, then was swept over by a final band of white flames, leaving behind a brilliantly glowing version of the same form that seemed to be composed of the fire itself.

	In an instant, the fiery form streaked upward into the sky and out of sight. The world darkened as Myranda's tenuous grip on consciousness finally slipped away. The darkness of unwanted sleep came.

	#

	Scattered across the Northern Alliance, minds became alert. It had been a night of high magic. Full moons often were. Blue moons more so. Those with even the most rudimentary mystic training had, unknowingly, felt the summoning ceremony in Entwell as a dull pressure in the back of their minds. Its result, though, was not so easily missed. A smoldering ember of intense magic streaked a searing line across the minds of every wizard, witch, seer, and shaman the world over. It burned brightly, but briefly, like a shooting star in the mind's eye. Most dismissed it. Others took note of it. Some, though, were deeply affected.

	In his office in Northern Capital, General Bagu sat forward in his chair. He held his eyes tightly shut and trained his mind on the fading glint of power. Hungrily, even desperately, he focused on the distant power. It had a quality--some texture or color--that he knew all too well. Years of searching had sensitized him to it.

	One of the long-sought Chosen was awake. While the detection was fresh in his mind he tore a book from its shelf and threw it open to a well-worn page. Five brief descriptions were there, only one of which did not have extensive notes beside it. The shadow of a smile flickered across his face. The moment of truth would soon be at hand.

	#

	Myranda's eyes wrestled open and she gazed weakly about. She was in a room with other beds. Most were vacant, but a few still had occupants. The blurriness of fatigue and sleep obscured her vision too much to tell who it was that surrounded her, but her ears worked well enough. Distantly, she could hear the ever-present voice of Deacon arguing weakly with someone.

	"Yes, I know I must rest . . . I really feel that I could speed my recovery if I had something to occupy my mind, or my hands . . . It would be more soothing than taxing . . ." Deacon said, continuing to argue in as polite a way as was possible.

	"Deacon?" Myranda called in barely a whisper.

	Her friend was too busy attempting to persuade one of the white wizards to allow him his book to hear. There was someone, though, who heard very clearly. With an unexpected pounce, Myn was on top of her. She must have been lying beside the bed. The dragon dragged her rough tongue all over Myranda's face, but the weary girl was too weak to object. The commotion did not go unnoticed. A trio of white-robed healers converged on Myn and grabbed her. She was far too intent on letting Myranda know how she felt to pay any attention to them. When she had been carried far enough that her tongue could no longer find its mark, she struggled free and leapt atop Myranda again.

	"Never mind. Leave her be," Myranda said weakly.

	The commotion was enough to attract the attention of Deacon.

	"I don't even need to see the book. I could just hold it. Wait, is that Myn? Is Myranda awake?" Deacon asked.

	When he was informed that she was, he requested to be taken to the bed to her right for the remainder of his convalescence. The attending clerics relented. The moment he was properly placed and tucked in, he turned to Myranda. The healers left him, heading purposefully out of the room.

	"It has been five days. They are off to get you some food. You may not know it yet, but you are starving. They say you lasted right to the end. Tell me, did you see it?" Deacon asked.

	"The . . . thing?" Myranda said, unsure of what to call it.

	"Yes, yes! Fire, water, earth, air! In the shape of . . . was it a man or a woman?" he asked insistently.

	"It was certainly a woman," Myranda said.

	"Really. I would have expected a man. No matter. It came! You saw it! You are certain of that, yes?" he said, leaning toward her so suddenly that in his weakened and dizzy condition, he nearly toppled from the bed.

	"Don't think I will ever forget it," she said.

	"Tell me, was there anyone else awake?" he asked.

	"Lain," she said.

	"And the creature. Did she approach him?" he asked.

	"It did," she recalled.

	Deacon leaned back against the pillow, dazed more by the news than his condition.

	"Then it is proved. He is one of the Chosen. Lain is one of the five!" he said.

	Myranda took in the information as best she could in her weakened condition.

	"I must speak with him. I cannot believe I have not spoken with him already. He spent all of those years here, and it was only when he returned that the truth could be known . . ." he rambled.

	As he spoke, a tall, white-robed gentleman approached. He had been watching sternly from one of the corners of the room. His hair was as white as his robe, though his face was clean-shaven. He was followed by a younger man and woman, each with arm loads of potions, crystals, and medical tools.

	"Deacon . . ." he said. His voice had a practiced steadiness about it. It was the voice of a man who had learned patience.

	"Vedesto! Did you hear? You have, right here in one of your beds, one of the five!" Deacon said, sitting up.

	"Yes. I also have an overexcited gray wizard who will not allow himself, or anyone else, to rest," Vedesto said.

	"How can anyone rest? This is the most monumentally important thing that has ever--" Deacon began.

	"I do not care if all five of the Chosen have selected this very building for the great convergence. My sole concern is restoring these brave young wizards and warriors to health, and I cannot do that with you raving and screaming. And what is this I hear about you bothering my people about your book?" he asked.

	"Yes! Yes! The book!" he practically yelled.

	"Deacon," Vedesto said with forced gentility.

	"Oh, Vedesto, you know as well as I that people as psychologically weakened--" Deacon continued, ignoring the objection.

	"Deacon," Vedesto said again, the anger beginning to show in his face.

	"--as we are tremendously likely to forget what we have seen and done recently. I simply must have my book to record--" he continued.

	"Deacon!" Vedesto shouted, pushing the babbling young wizard to the bed again. "Stop talking, stop pestering my apprentices, stop pestering Myranda, and do not pester the malthrope. If I hear your voice again for the rest of the day, no one will hear it again for the rest of the week. I will put you to sleep until every last one of these patients is out of bed. Understood!?"

	Deacon nodded.

	"Excellent," he said, returning to the calm, patient demeanor he'd shown before. "Now, Myranda, show me your hand, if you would."

	Myranda opened the hand with the mark, assuming it to be the one he wanted to see. Vedesto put his hand out to the side without looking. One of his subordinates handed him a hazy gray crystal. He placed it in Myranda's open hand. A dim light flickered within it. He nodded thoughtfully and removed the crystal, holding it out in front of the other apprentice. It was swiftly replaced with one of the many bottles that each was weighed down with. After glancing at the contents, he shook his head and held his hand back out. The bottle was replaced with another one. This he was satisfied with. He opened the bottle.

	"Open your mouth and put out your tongue," he said.

	Myranda obeyed, only to have a drop of the most intensely foul-tasting liquid she had ever encountered placed on her tongue. It was very much like the flavor of the tea Deacon had once brought her, but far worse. As she swallowed the stuff, it seemed to get warmer. By the time it reached her stomach, she could feel the heat throughout her body. The warmth seemed to boil away the fog in her mind.

	"There. Until that wears off, you should feel like yourself. That should give you enough time to get some food inside of you without having to worry about choking to death. Once you've eaten, I want you to go back to sleep. Another day and you ought to be able to walk out of here unaided," Vedesto said, turning to Deacon. "You, on the other hand, will require at least two more days, because you couldn't simply rest like a good patient."

	Food was given to Myranda, which she ate eagerly. Deacon sat, sulking but quiet, while she ate. Myranda glanced around her with her temporarily clear vision.

	In one of the corners, furthest from the door, Lain lay asleep in a bed. It was only the second time she had seen the creature in any form of rest, and once again it was through no choice of his own. She couldn't help but look at him in a new light. It was certain now. This was a divinely anointed being. He could be the savior of all of the people of the continent, plucking them from the jaws of the war once and for all. Myranda would never have imagined someone like him as a Chosen a few years ago, yet now that she knew the skills he had, she wondered if there was another in the world better suited.

	Shortly after she finished her meal, the warmth that kept her mind clear faded and she, quite against her will, drifted again into sleep. This slumber was not so deep. Simple dreams came in the form of brief glimpses of what was to be. She saw Lain, the bizarre creature she had helped to create, and three hazy forms standing before a grateful city, accepting the praise due to them for ending the war and bringing the soldiers home. The scene repeated itself in varied forms through the night. By the time her eyes opened again, she was convinced that such a sight must come to pass, no matter what. With the end of the war now a very real possibility, she simply must make sure it occurred.

	True to the white wizard's word, Myranda felt strong enough to stand. Myn was nowhere to be seen, and Lain's bed was empty. Deacon was still asleep, and when Myranda asked Vedesto where Lain had gone to, he seemed quite dismayed that the bed was empty. It should not have been a surprise that Lain had let himself out of the chief healer's care.

	After the news had spread that he was a Chosen, though, there was little doubt that he would be easy to find. All that she would have to do was look in the center of the largest group of people around. Or perhaps not. Upon being officially discharged from Vedesto's care, Myranda found that the people outside, many still mildly under the effects of the ceremony, were unaware Lain had slipped out. She headed quickly to his place on the Warrior's Side. There, inside his simple hut, she found him sitting with his back against the wall. Myn was curled up on his crossed legs.

	"I am surprised you are not inundated by well-wishers and admirers," Myranda said.

	"I value my privacy. The people here respect boundaries when you set them," he said.

	"You know you can't ignore it now. You are one of the Chosen. It is not a theory. You and I have seen proof," she said.

	"So it would seem," he said calmly.

	"I suppose you will leave this place soon to perform your duty to the world," Myranda said.

	"You may believe what you wish," he said.

	Myranda paused.

	"You do intend to stop the war, don't you?" she asked.

	"Is that to be one of your questions?" he asked.

	She only had two, and there was little hope of any new questions anytime soon. This, though, was quite worth it.

	"Yes," she said.

	"Absolutely not," he said.

	"What!? You cannot be serious! Lain, it is your purpose! You were born to do it! You owe it to the world!" she said.

	"I have not finished forcing the world to pay the debt owed to me. I am in the business of killing. I depend upon feelings of hatred and loathing, and deeply-seated longings to end the life of another. Such feelings are not forthcoming in a time of peace. War is my livelihood," he said.

	Myranda was frozen with rage. She could feel the hope of an end slipping away because this short-sighted, greedy, heartless thing that sat before her refused to use the power given to him for the one and only truly good purpose in the world. Her hands trembled and tears formed in her eyes. The stand that held the training swords they had been using stood to the side in the room. She grasped her weapon and, shaking, held it up.

	"Outside, now!" she demanded.

	"I am not prepared to train you now. It is not yet sundown," he said.

	"Lain, damn you, if you will not do your duty for this world, then you will keep your promise to me! On your feet!" she shouted.

	Myn, who had been roused from a light sleep by Myranda's entrance, watched in a pleasant daze. When the girl began to speak her harsh words, the dragon snapped quickly out of it. Lain grasped his training sword and hoisted himself to his feet. The pair left the hut, with Myn keeping a close and watchful eye. She could feel that there was something different about this fight.

	Myranda was hardly at her best. She had only just regained the strength to walk. She wouldn't be able to fight nearly as well as she normally would, which wasn't nearly well enough to exact the revenge she so desired. It didn't matter. She wasn't in control of her own actions any more. Lain lasted even longer than she, and he was unaccustomed to the mental fatigue that she had come to expect at the end of a training day. Perhaps, just this once, the balance would be tipped in her favor.

	The first blows began to be exchanged. Myranda was slower and sloppier than she had been in weeks. Lain's speed was not what it had been either, and his movements were, for the first time, less than graceful. Still, he managed to raise his weapon to block each attempt. As Myranda's anger stirred, she got sloppier. Soon she was paying no attention to anything but attacking. Lain landed punishing blows, hammering her ribs and legs--but in her mind, the pain was nothing. He had done more through his single decision to forsake his purpose and allow the war to continue than he ever could with his weapon.

	Myranda put every ounce of strength she could into each attack. Either through fatigue or lapsed concentration, Lain's weapon was only barely able to block them after a time. Then came the moment. Myranda managed a single sidestep to take her out of range of a mighty swing by Lain. The force of the attack took him off balance, and there it was. Her chance. Time seemed to stop. Her weapon was ready and his was not. Before she could even think, she had struck. With a force that could only be mustered by rage, Myranda's weapon crashed with a sickening snap into Lain's jaw.

	All at once, time came rushing back. Lain shook from the force of the attack. His face turned away, but his body remained planted. Myranda dropped her weapon and gasped, shocked at what she had done. Regret instantly replaced the hate in her heart. She wanted badly to rush to him, to see if he was badly hurt. A part of her, though, held her back, fearful of the consequences of her action. Myn shot between the two, a look of pure betrayal in her eyes. Lain's face turned to her. He wore the same stony expression that he always had, but his eyes spoke volumes. There was respect, pride, and perhaps a bit of pity, but no anger. A trickle of blood crept from the corner of his mouth, staining the cream-colored fur red.

	"If that were a proper blade, I would be dead. You have learned all I can teach. When you came to me, you would not draw a drop of blood from my arm," he said, spitting a gob of blood and a tooth to the ground. "Now you are capable of taking my life. The fire is burning inside. You are every bit a warrior. The rest will come with time."

	He knelt and picked up the tooth.

	"Here," he said, stepping around Myn and placing it in Myranda's hand. "Keep it. It will be a reminder of the day you proved that you were no worse than I . . . and no better."

	Myranda stared at the bloody thing for a long time. Lain returned to his hut, leaving her to her thoughts. Her eyes wandered to the practice sword, a stain of blood near its tip. A deep, dull pain burned in the palm of her hand. The sight of the stained sword turned her stomach. Myn settled to the ground, her eyes a window to her conflicted soul. The girl couldn't stand the questioning stare and turned away, heading slowly toward her hut.

	 


Chapter 35

	The walk back was a long one. The distance was short, but burdened with the reality of what she had done, and what she had said, it was almost too much for Myranda to bear. She tried to remind herself of the anger, that what she had done was justified. It did little good. As she walked, she slowly became aware of each and every blow she'd let slip by. Her mind was too taxed to heal them by itself. She could have gone back to the healers, but deep down, she knew she deserved what she had received. The fact that she had let hate turn her into exactly what she hated warranted every lump and bruise she had and more.

	She had not killed him, but the fact that she could have, the fact that she wanted to, burned her mind.

	She entered her hut. Myn was with Lain. The dragon would need some time to forgive her for what she had done. The room seemed too empty. Myranda was tired. She should sleep but . . . no. She couldn't. Not now. The dreams. Silence and solitude were all she wanted now. A knock at the door broke the silence, and the man on the other side broke the solitude. She opened it to find Deacon leaning heavily--very heavily--on both the door frame and a staff. It was clear that the chief white wizard was right. He'd needed at least another day. He managed a weak smile.

	"Hello. May I come in?" he asked.

	Myranda would have said no, but he clearly had put a lot of effort into the trek to her hut.

	"Please," she said with a rather unconvincing attempt at joviality.

	He hobbled in, dropping heavily to a seat.

	"My goodness. I haven't had to use a staff in ages," he said.

	"Shouldn't you still be in bed?" she asked.

	"Vedesto evicted me. He caught me trying to convince one of the apprentices to sneak a book in for me. Again," he said.

	"I see," she said.

	"So, I thought . . . the falls. The falls have stopped while we were sleeping, and the water in the pool beneath is gone," he began, his voice wavering a bit. "The way is open again, and will be for a day or two more. We post people in shifts to watch for newcomers. In groups of two. I thought maybe that you and I could . . . is something wrong?"

	Myranda shook as she remembered what she had done, and then she slowly shook her head.

	"What is it? I can help, I assure you," he said, nearly falling over forward in an attempt to place a hand on her shoulder.

	"Nothing, I . . . I passed Lain's test," she said.

	"Perhaps my mind is a bit more addled than I thought. I would have imagined that was a reason to rejoice," he said.

	"I tried to kill him," she said.

	"Did you succeed?" he asked.

	"No, but I wanted to. I really did. I couldn't control myself. I just . . . I hated him so much. I knocked out his tooth. I may have broken his jaw. He gave me the tooth. He wants me to remember. He wants me to remember that I wanted to kill," she said.

	"What did he do to make you feel this way?" he asked.

	"He won't do it, Deacon. He is one of them! He can stop the war, but he won't! He would rather go on profiting from murder than end all of this!" she said.

	"Myranda, no, no. You mustn't trouble yourself over that. Listen, it does not matter what he says. This is a matter of fate. What must be done will be done," he said.

	"I know him well enough to know that when he gives his word, he doesn't break it, and he promised to answer my questions truthfully. If he said he doesn't intend to, then he won't," she said.

	"You don't understand. It doesn't matter. Myranda, the future is not so fragile as to be broken by a simple decision. The future is made of decisions. The spirits speak not to tell us what to do, but to tell us what will be done. Something will change his mind and he will rise to his proper place. Until then, just leave him be," he said.

	"I just don't know," she said.

	"Well, I do. That's the wonderful thing about the future. All you ever have to do is wait for it. It will come to you," he said.

	Until the sun set, Deacon kept Myranda company. He then hobbled slowly home as Myranda went to sleep without her friend Myn to keep her company for the first time in ages. The time had not protected her from the dreams. Morning couldn't come soon enough. When her eyes opened shortly before sunrise, she made a decision. She would convince Lain to do what he must, even if it took years. But not today. She could not face him after what she did yesterday, after what he made her do. For now she needed something to occupy her mind.

	She left her hut, with her mind fully recovered and her bruises mostly healed. The thundering of the falls had indeed stopped, Myranda finally realized for herself. It was odd. The sound had been so constant in her time here that she had accepted the low rumble as silence. Now that it was gone, the quiet seemed unnatural. It felt as though there was something missing. The feeling was deep in her soul. It must be the missing sound. What else could it be?

	She had a meal before seeking out Deacon. It was odd not being hurried by an impending training session with an impatient teacher. She supposed that black and white magics would be next, and she wondered what sort of things those Masters would have in store for her. No. Gray magic first. She owed it to Deacon to finish his training. After knocking at his door, she heard bumping and thumping, as well as a rather insistent voice telling her to wait. Finally the door opened, revealing Deacon looking a good deal more disheveled than usual.

	"Did I wake you?" she asked.

	"No, no. Not you precisely. The door did. When you knocked on it," he said, trying to set her mind at ease without really lying.

	"You can go back to bed. I know you need your sleep," Myranda said.

	"Not at all. Not at all. I am quite well-rested," he said, struggling valiantly to hold back a yawn. "I haven't slept so deeply since I was an apprentice. What brings you here?"

	"I haven't slept so poorly since I was a frightened little girl. Myn isn't about. I just need some kind of distraction. Something to pluck up my courage before I speak to Lain again," she said.

	"Well, if nothing more than distraction is required, I can most assuredly oblige. Please, come in," he said.

	She closed the door and took a seat in the second chair while Deacon went about pulling books from shelves. When he had a fair amount, he pulled his chair to the desk and opened one or two of them.

	"If you like, I will teach you a bit more gray magic. You may have your choice of lessons. Whatever interests you," he said.

	Myranda scanned the books. The names were not in her tongue, but thanks to a whispered enchantment by Deacon, the lines and letters twisted and turned themselves as her eyes swept over the pages. In a few moments it was all quite legible to her. Eventually she found the most recently scribed of the enchantments.

	"What about this one?" she asked, placing her finger on a spell marked "Gilliam's Folly."

	"Trans-substantiation. That is a rather advanced one, but nothing beyond your ability, I am sure," he said.

	She had not brought her staff, but Deacon allowed her to borrow his crystal. Gray magic tended to be quite different from the elements. Each spell that the fire or wind Masters taught was much like the first. Gray magic was wholly different from spell to spell. It was like learning a new discipline each time.

	The pair decided she would begin by turning a piece of clay into glass. The two substances were fairly similar, and thus the change would be simple. Myranda worked at the spell with Deacon's coaching, but it wasn't easy. The sight of the spell at work was quite unique. Faint waves of energy swept through the clay, leaving thin bands of glass that faded quickly back to normal. After an hour or so of unsuccessful attempts, they decided to rest.

	"Well. The falls are quiet today. For now, at least. Calypso indicated that they would give way sooner than expected. Perhaps by the end of the day. Nevertheless, that still leaves time for a shift or two at the fall's edge. It is quite peaceful there and you and I might--" he began. He was interrupted by a thunderous slam on the door.

	"What was that?" she cried, startled.

	"I seem to have a rather insistent visitor," he said.

	A second crash nearly knocked the door from its hinges, and a third succeeded where the last had failed. Atop the fallen door stood a dizzied Myn. She had a desperate look, catching the edge of Myranda's tunic and pulling her forward.

	"What is it? Calm down. What is it, little one?" she asked.

	Myn looked desperately to the base of the temporarily quiet falls and back to Myranda.

	"What about the falls? I don't . . . Lain. Lain went to the falls," she said.

	She knew from the dragon's eyes that it was so. He had gone.

	"Then we must follow," Myranda said, walking resolutely toward the falls.

	"What!? No! You--you need to stay here! There are ceremonies, there are tests. You've so much more you can learn! You haven't even been inducted as a Full Master yet! Your Master crystal will not be forged for another month, at least!" Deacon said, rushing out the door behind her.

	"I've learned enough. I need to see Lain," she said.

	"The falls could start at any moment. You'll never make it! You don't have any supplies! You need to stay!" he pleaded.

	"No!" she said, turning to him. "Lain has left this place to go back to killing. He has turned his back on his purpose. I will not rest until he faces it again!"

	"Myranda, that is a job for fate, not for you," he reasoned desperately.

	"What if fate means to do it through me? I have been thinking. That nonsense you said that Hollow had said about me. A label of white adorns that which will see each. I have seen the Swordsman," she began, holding up her white scar of the mark. "I have seen Lain. I have seen whatever being we summoned in the ceremony. What if it is my purpose to seek out the Chosen? A mark both fresh and faded belongs to the carpenter. What if carpenter is not meant to be taken literally? What if he meant that I was to be the one to join the members of the Chosen five together as a carpenter joins wood? Doesn't that explain why I have the mark? Doesn't that explain why magic comes so easily to me?"

	"Perhaps, perhaps . . . But perhaps not! You are reaching, Myranda. You are twisting the words to fit your purpose," he said. "The prophecy is clear about mere mortals who try to help the Chosen. The trials that the divine ones must face would destroy anyone else. To offer aid where it is not needed is a death sentence!"

	"Then so be it. If I must die so that the world may be spared of this war, let it be done," she said.

	"No, Myranda, I--I . . . Five minutes more, I beg of you!" he said.

	"I must--" Myranda tried to answer. Before she did, Deacon was gone. He disappeared inside his hut.

	Myranda hurried along. She simply could not be delayed. A terrible din came from Deacon's hut. He sprinted out after her a minute later.

	"Wait please!" he said, running in front of her. He carried a bag and an armload of books. The precious tomes spilled to the ground as he finally found the specific one he was looking for. He riffled through the pages and tore one out.

	"Here! Take it! Have you the tooth still? Good. With this spell and that tooth you can track him wherever he goes! And the bag! Take the bag! It contains some necessities, an old staff and crystal. Better than yours, but not nearly what you deserve. Oh, if only you would wait until the next time that the way opens. We could give you a crystal worthy of your skill," he said.

	Myranda took the bag and the page, stuffing it inside. Tears were welling in her eyes. As they approached the base of the falls the mountain seemed to shudder. At any second, a column of water would come crashing down.

	"Myranda. Take care. Please, come back to m--us," he said.

	"I swear to you. If I can, I will," she assured him.

	Myranda rushed to the edge of the waterfall basin. Those keeping watch claimed that neither they nor their predecessors had seen anyone enter the mouth of the cave, but considering the fact that Lain had managed to sneak out of his own hut without waking Myn, that meant little. The dragon leapt down into the basin, while Myranda lowered herself as gently as she could down inside. With much difficulty, she managed to reach the mouth of the cave. She fought the urge to have one final look at those she was leaving behind, for fear of changing her mind. Instead, she hurried as quickly as the slick floor of the cave would allow.

	Ahead lay darkness, danger, risk, and war. All of this Myranda knew. But somewhere there were two creatures, two creatures she'd seen with her own eyes, which could change the world. The mountain groaned, filling the cave with echoes. At any moment, an icy wall of water could drop down, robbing her of the haven, the wonder, the paradise that was Entwell. Her every desire, save one, lie in that fair village. Her greatest desire, though, lay ahead.

	Lain carried with him the shining gleam of hope for peace, and she would follow that dying light in the darkness to the ends of the world. Now she knew the truth. She would show Lain the error in his ways. Now she understood her purpose. She would find the other Chosen. Now she had the power. She would see the war brought to an end, or she would die trying. Around her the mountain gave a groaning roar. Squeezing her scarred left hand tightly, she climbed on, toward her destiny.

	#

	Important though it is to tell the tale completely, the enormity of the task was not clear to me at the onset. Much as it pains me to leave you in the grip of so tense a moment, the hour is late and my hand grows unsteady. For now I must rest, and begin anew when I am able. I can only hope that the volume to follow finds its way to your eyes as well, as the tale is not half told, and I know all too well what incomplete knowledge can bring. Until then, let me leave you with an assurance. The tale does not end here. Indeed, this is merely the beginning.

	###

	And so ends the first chapter of The Book of Deacon. There is still is plenty more to read in this anthology, but if you’d like to be kept in the loop on future installments to the series, sign up for the newsletter! And for books in other settings, check out the complete bibliography at the end of this anthology. 
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	Foreword

	There isn’t much to say about The Great Convergence that hasn’t been said about The Book of Deacon in the first foreword. The full trilogy was, after all, written as a single book. This did create a moment of panic, however. If you’ve just finished The Book of Deacon, you know it ends in a cliffhanger. At first, I hadn’t expected anyone to read my book, so I dragged my feet on getting the next one published. Once I got even one sale, I realized I had to get the sequel up in a hurry or the poor soul who read the first book would likely be furious at me. And so, The Great Convergence hit the shelves.

	 


Chapter 1

	A story half told is a crime, and there is no crime greater. When this tale began it was the tale of a common woman in an uncommon circumstance. A woman unprepared, unskilled, and unready. When the last words were written, they spoke of a master many times over. She was a woman filled with resolve--fearless, steadfast, and, above all, determined. A woman firm in her belief and single in her focus, willing to charge into the jaws of doom for her cause. A job needed to be done, and she had the tools to do it. Imagine what the next pages will bring . . . 

	#

	"I have lost my mind," Myranda muttered to herself. "Behind me is paradise. A warm bed waiting for me every night and hot meals waiting for me every day. The people there care for me, respect me, even admire me! I am turning my back on it in favor of a dark cave that will very shortly be filled with water, chasing a confirmed and shameless killer with hopes of convincing him to end a war and save the world."

	The paradise was Entwell. It was a place of learning, populated by the wisest wizards and the mightiest warriors. All had come seeking a beast of legendary ferocity. A beast that each believed had taken the lives of all before them. A beast that had turned out to be the cave itself. For two short periods a year, the cave was dry and passable. The most recent such period was, in moments, going to come to an end.

	The killer was a creature with seemingly no true name. Myranda first knew him as Leo, then as Lain. The name most knew him by was The Red Shadow. He was an assassin, known and feared throughout the continent. He was also a malthrope, a hated and dying breed of creature that looked like a human and a fox combined. Most important, though, was what had days ago been revealed. 

	In a ceremony designed to both summon one divine warrior and identify another, he had been revealed as a Chosen One. A tool of the gods, fated to end the war that had been eating away the people of the Northern Alliance and Tressor for one and a half centuries. Rather than embracing his fate, he had turned his back on it. Now he was somewhere within this cave, heading for the war-torn world, with no intention of playing his role. And so she had followed.

	"I will find him. I will convince him. I must," she insisted.

	Myn merely shot her a quick look of acknowledgment before continuing on her task. The dragon, not yet a year old, hadn't spent a day away from Myranda, and she never intended to, no matter the difficulties the travel might bring. Her claws were better suited to the rough walls of a normal cave. The glassy walls of this one offered a challenge, but it was by no means the greatest challenge on the horizon. Already the pair was far enough along that the light from the entrance was dimming behind them. They were rapidly approaching the point of no return. 

	Myranda pulled the staff from her bag as the darkness deepened. The well-crafted tool was longer than her own had been, and stouter. No doubt perfectly suited to the height and grip of its former owner, her friend and former teacher, Deacon. She coaxed a light from within the crystal with ease. Being in the cave reminded her of just how recently she had come upon these new talents. When she was here last, she'd had to rely upon a torch. Now, thanks to Deacon's teachings, she could simply will light into being. She had dared not dream of such a thing months ago.

	The pair had only been walking for a few minutes when the mountain let out a bone-shaking roar that each knew all too well. A blast of icy air was cast up from behind her as the way to safety was drowned in a flood of water. She quickened her pace while Myn practically jumped out of her skin, scrambling with renewed vigor along the glassy tube. When they had faced the flood last, it seemed to creep up at a few feet every minute. With any luck, she would be able to keep ahead of the rising water.

	It was not long before it became clear that luck would most certainly not be with her. During their escape, they had thankfully been pulled from the basin of the waterfall before the falls had begun in earnest. Now she heard the roar of the mountain grow steadily. Before long, she could hear the restless rapids sloshing about behind her. They were not creeping along as she had hoped. They were surging. Myranda tried to quicken herself to a run, but the slick ground would not permit it. Finally, she stopped and strapped the bag of supplies to her waist. There would be no outrunning the water. Best, then, to brace herself for it. Myn, far from willing to meet her fate standing still, cast a pleading glance at her friend. When Myranda saw the terror in the beast's eyes, she knew the roaring water was upon them.

	The wall of icy water met her with the force of a raging bull. She was swept along at a speed faster than she could run. Faster than a horse could run! A moment later, she collided with the familiar form of her dragon, and she held tight to the terrified creature with one arm as the other held firm to the staff. Amid the chaos of the water, she had precious little concentration to spend on light. What little she did have of her mind was devoted to a blur of spells aimed at keeping herself and her companion from being dashed apart against the walls. There was no telling how much of the cave was whisking by her, and her dim memory of the way she had come would be useless to her, even if she managed to survive the flood. 

	The unwilling trip she was taking ceased to be an upward one and doubled in speed as she found herself sliding down an increasingly steep incline. For a moment, Myranda wondered if this was a fortunate turn of events or an unfortunate one. As usual, fate made its answer to her prompt. The ground sliding along below her suddenly dropped away, and in an instant she was plummeting. She released Myn and tried to set her mind to levitation, hoping to stop her fall--but there was a reason this mountain had been so trying to wizard and warrior alike. Crystal-strewn rock mangled and twisted all but the simplest of magic. This spell, it seemed, was just a bit too complex to slip past the cave's confounding effect, as she soon felt her hold on the mystic energies scatter. 

	She felt a sharp pain in her abdomen as she collided with a wall. Instinctively, she reached out with both hands, clutching madly at anything that offered a grip. Somehow she managed to cling to the rough surface of the wall. For a long moment, she held firm, and slowly reclaimed the wind that had been knocked from her by the impact. The roar of falling water surrounded her. She opened her eyes, though doing so was ultimately pointless, as the staff she had released would give off no more light until she willed it to do so. Indeed, before she could even think of illuminating the cave, she would have to find the staff. Having dropped it into the chasm below when she struck the wall, there was a stronger likelihood of the staff finding her than of she finding it. 

	As she sorted through the limited options open to her, Myranda felt a nudge at her shoulder. The unexpected feeling nearly jarred her from the wall.

	"Myn! Myn, you are all right!" she cried.

	Of course, the dragon was once again in her element. She could scamper up and down these uneven walls as easily as along the ground. The dragon flicked her hot tongue in and out, licking at Myranda's ears, thankful for getting her through that torrent.

	"Yes, yes. You are welcome. Now it is time to pay me back. I can't cling to this wall forever. I need you to find a tunnel out of here--or, at least, a ledge to recover on," Myranda said.

	Myn flapped from the wall and into the air. For a moment, Myranda wondered how the dragon would be able to see in the utter darkness. A moment later, the creature cast out a column of flame, bathing the gray walls and frothing white water in yellow light. In the flash, Myn's keen eyes took in the wall. In another moment, Myn was beside Myranda on the wall again. With a few helpful taps of the dragon's tail to guide her, Myranda managed to inch her way along the wall to a ledge and pull herself up.

	"I don't suppose you might be able to find my staff. I let it go when I hit the wall," Myranda said to her friend, whom she imagined was sitting right before her.

	When she held out her hand to give the creature a few rewarding scratches, she found that she was alone on the ledge. Myn was certainly eager to please. There were two or three more blasts of flame before she was joined again by a very pleased dragon clutching a staff in her teeth.

	"Good, Myn. Very, very good," she said, feeling her way blindly to the dragon's brow and scratching it madly. 

	Myn squirmed with delight at the attention and dropped heavily into Myranda's lap, disturbing the large bag Deacon had provided her with. There was a metal clink, stirring thoughts of what Deacon imagined was a necessity. Myn deserved and required significantly more petting and rewarding before she allowed Myranda to indulge her curiosity. 

	She propped up the staff and brought about the light again as she looked through the bag. The first thing she withdrew was a page from a spell book. Myranda marveled at the torn edge. Deacon took better care of the books than he did himself, and yet when he learned that Myranda planned to find Lain, he'd torn this page free without a thought. 

	It was an old one, she could tell. Whatever it was that they used for paper in Entwell aged to an odd mahogany color. The black letters were difficult to read against the reddish paper. She carefully stored it away. 

	The metal clink was revealed to be a stout dagger he had provided. That would no doubt be quite useful. There was a small kit with bandages and potions. Thoughtful of him to include it. Finally, she found a stylus. There was no doubt. It was the very one that he carried with him at all times. She ran her fingers along the side of the pen, carefully feeling the point before stowing it with equal care.

	Quickly she checked her tunic. Lain's tooth was mercifully still clinging to the inside of her waterlogged pocket. In a fit of anger during a training session with the warrior, she had managed to knock it from his mouth. He had presented it to her as a reminder of her anger. She removed the tooth from her pocket and fashioned a pouch for it from a bandage. Using a bit of thread, she hung it about her neck. With that done, she secured the bag again. 

	The time had come to find some way out of here.

	Standing as best as she could on the somewhat precarious ledge, Myranda surveyed her position. There were numerous openings dotting the wall. Most were far too small to offer much in the way of an exit, and all were a fair distance up. Already the sound of the thundering water was that of a torrent falling upon a pool rather than hard ground. The water was gathering at the bottom of the crevice, and--though the level was still beyond the reach of her light--if the trip she had just taken was any indication, it would not remain so for long. She had to make the right choice the first time, lest she face a dead end with nothing but a wall of water behind her.

	"Myn, I think this is another job for you. I need you to see if you can find Lain's scent. He had a head start, but I would wager that rush of water closed the gap for us," she said.

	Before Myranda was through speaking, Myn had scrambled off, along the wall. She sniffed and flicked her tongue intently, traveling from hole to hole and sampling each. Shortly she returned and sniffed at the pouch about Myranda's neck.

	"I'd feared as much. We are probably far from the safest or quickest route, so I would imagine there would be half of a mountain between us and Lain. Best to find a new plan," she said, patting the dragon for the effort.

	Myranda set her mind to the task. Not having the benefit of Myn's sense of smell, she was not certain what sort of things would be reasonable to ask her to find. Finally she made up her mind.

	"I need you to find fresh air, or failing that, some sort of animal that can be found outside of a cave occasionally. If they need to find a way out, then we can find their way," Myranda said.

	Instantly the dragon scampered off again. It just so happened that the creature had found just such a scent in her search for that of Lain. She maneuvered swiftly to a wide, low opening more or less directly above Myranda's head and slipped inside. Her head then reappeared, looking down expectantly, as though she was surprised Myranda had failed to join her already. 

	The wall had countless narrow, smooth-edged cracks. It was ideal for climbing. However, the abrupt trip and its sudden and severe end had left Myranda a less than ideal climber. More than an hour of slow, tentative ascending had passed before she pulled herself onto the ledge. What she found there did little to improve her mood. The roof of the tunnel ahead was so low she would practically have to crawl. With a heavy sigh, she set herself to the task.

	Myn led the way, thrilled to finally be so useful. Fortunately, the tunnel branched several times, eventually opening enough for a more comfortable posture. Also fortunate was the fact that Myn had chosen a tunnel that led steadily upward. At least if the water found its way to the tunnel, it would take longer to reach them. 

	Time passed slowly in the darkness of the cave. After enough travel to sap all but the last of the strength from her legs, Myranda began to notice the odor that had been pungent enough for Myn to follow all of this way. It meant that they were headed to a familiar chamber, albeit not the most pleasant one. Sure enough, another few minutes and the pair emerged into a chamber filled with quiet chattering and the worst of smells. This cavern was the home to a massive colony of bats.

	Much to Myranda’s dismay, her stomach growled at the terrible stench. She had been, after all, on the brink of starvation when last she had entered this place. At the time, she’d been accompanied by Lain, and they had made a rather unpleasant meal of some of the winged creatures. Alas, without the forethought to bring food, Myranda hesitated to think what state she would be in after another day of travel. Despite this, she decided that the next meal she ate would be eaten with the sky overhead. Myn was not so choosy, and was in the air in a flash to snatch up a few mouthfuls, sending Myranda running for cover to escape a blizzard of bats.

	Now that they had found their way to a point Myranda knew, she could find her own way. They walked until the girl could no longer manage it, finally resting propped against the wall. With the morning came two sensations, constant companions of a traveler of the north, that she had all but forgotten during her time in Entwell: Stinging cold and gnawing hunger. 

	She had picked up the habit of eating breakfast, something that no doubt had contributed to her decision not to eat the one thing she could manage. Were one of those bats to fly by now, she would snatch it out of the air with her teeth, so hungry was she. At least her mind had not been idle while she rested. The many bruises and tender spots from the first half of the trip were healed up, the product of her white magic training working its wonders while she slept--though, upon standing, she found that she was still quite sore from the exertion. She continued regardless. If she remembered correctly, there was no less than another day of travel ahead of her.

	There were two significant additions to their trip, now that she had made it this far. First, the stream that had smoothed the floor enough to guide them during their entry had begun to flow, providing, at least, water to drink. Second, Myn's attitude began to lift, as she undoubtedly began to pick up the scent of Lain. The little beast was nearly as fond of the warrior she was tracking as she was of Myranda, motivating her all the more to find him quickly.

	The cold of the cave increased steadily as they neared its mouth. Myranda cursed herself for not grabbing something warmer to wear before she left. There would be many long, cold days ahead of her if she couldn't find something more suitable for the northern weather. Worse, the tunic she wore was bright blue. The residents of the north almost exclusively wore thick gray cloaks. Her current outfit would stand out like a sore thumb. That was the last thing she wanted right now.

	Hour after long, weary hour passed. The growling of Myranda's stomach fairly echoed off of the walls. Myn seemed to take a more concerned attitude now. There was something in the air that she did not like. Myranda marveled at how well she could understand the thoughts and feelings of her friend, even without words. Indeed, without sound at all. Solomon, a small dragon in Entwell, was the only other dragon she had really known, and he spoke both her language and one of his own, along with no doubt countless others. Myn rarely made a sound. 

	Myranda frowned at the thought that, perhaps, growing up beside a human was robbing Myn of something, some language native to her kind.

	The worrying thought was still on her mind when, off in the distance, the faintest glow of daylight could be seen. Myranda's heart leapt, and she would have run if she’d had the strength. Instead, she crept along at the same pace, though wary of Myn's deepening concern. All of a sudden, Myn stopped and absolutely would not proceed. 

	"What is it, Myn?" she asked.

	The little dragon's body went rigid, tail straightening and teeth bared. There was an enemy. Judging from how protective Myn had been in the past, it might have simply been anyone, but on this side of the mountain, anyone was as good as her worst enemy. She doused the light and moved near to the wall, attempting to remain unseen. 

	Myn stalked, slowly and silently. When the mouth of the cave was near enough, Myranda saw what Myn had smelled. Not one but two of the Elites were standing dutifully at the cave's mouth. Elites, after all of this time!? A contingent of the small but legendary force of veteran soldiers had followed her here, but that was months ago. Surely they should have given up by now. Myranda's eyes darted about in near panic. They landed on Myn, who seemed ready to attack.

	"Myn, no," Myranda whispered insistently into her friend's ear. "We can't. If we kill them, then when they do not report in, their superiors will know something has happened. Why else would Lain have left them alive? We have to get by them somehow."

	Myranda quietly wished she had just an ounce of the stealth that Lain had. He had surely slipped by them with no trouble at all. Her mind turned to the spells that she had at her disposal. No disguise would do, and she doubted that she would be able to create one that was convincing, regardless. Invisibility would work, but Deacon had yet to perfect it, and Myranda had been less than successful at casting what little of it he had mastered. She had learned sleep, but simply dropping them into unconsciousness suddenly would be a clear indication that someone had passed. If she was to do this, she would have to do it with care.

	Slowly, almost not at all, she passed her influence toward them. She made their eyes just a little heavy. With the utmost of care and restraint, she increased the spell. Slowly, slowly, ever so slowly. She noticed one of them waver, catching himself, and the other yawn. Slowly. One of the men moved to the wall to lean against it. A few minutes later, he slid to the ground to sit more comfortably. The other did likewise. In a few minutes more, the pair was asleep on opposite walls of the cave. As far as they knew, it had been their idea.

	After reminding Myn to leave them be, Myranda walked past the unaware soldiers. Thankfully, there were no other soldiers in sight. There was, however, a two-man tent, a pair of horses, and a separate supply tent. Myranda peeked her head into the supply tent to find it mounded with all sorts of rations and equipment. The men had been stationed here for nearly half of a year, and they were equipped for months more. 

	She selected a coarse brown blanket from a stack of them near the back, and one each of the rations available, not bothering to see what, precisely, she was taking. She was far more concerned with her selections escaping notice. With the blanket wrapped around her and the supplies stowed in her bag, Myranda stalked off into the forest, directly away from the mouth of the cave.

	Looking upon the landscape was a grim reminder of the life she had left behind when she entered the cave. The world was overwhelmingly white. Any color from evergreen leaves, lichens, or sky was muted to a sterile gray by frost. The air had a biting cold to it, one that the damp tunic and rough blanket did little to turn away. She forced the unpleasant sensations from her mind and quickened her pace. When she felt she had moved far enough to avoid discovery, she cleared a patch of ground, threw together a pile of frozen wood, and conjured a smokeless fire. She sat cross-legged and allowed Myn to crawl onto her lap before wrapping the blanket around the two of them.

	When their combined body heat had made them at least somewhat comfortable, Myranda pulled the spell sheet from the bag. She held it in one hand while petting Myn with the other. The dragon’s skin and scales felt more leathery than usual, and she had noticed that the little creature had a dingier color, but she could not spend any thoughts on that now. She had to focus on the spell. 

	The black letters on mahogany paper were barely visible in the light of the fire, but her eyes adjusted as the sun's light crept from the sky. Deacon had, alas, not cast a translation spell on this page, so she was left to her own knowledge to decipher it. While she had at least a loose understanding of the spoken languages of Entwell, the written ones had never been explained. This page, mercifully, must have been one of the few written by someone besides Deacon, because it was all in one language. Deacon had a mismatched patchwork language he tended to use when writing that took an expert to follow. Myranda wondered if perhaps that was the language he spoke when she was not around. Regardless, the spell seemed to be in the same alphabet as Northern. That at least would allow her to speak the words. Perhaps then she could understand them. She spent a fair part of the night sifting through the procedures described in the page until a particularly loud growl in her stomach actually woke Myn.

	"I suppose I ought to eat and continue in the morning," she spoke quietly to her companion. 

	Myn seemed to want to get out from the blanket and retrieve a meal for her friend personally, but when she ventured a claw out into the bitter cold, she changed her mind and retreated back to beneath the covers. 

	The rations in Myranda's bag were many and varied. A rock-hard biscuit of some kind. Some salted meat. Dried fruit!? Myranda had heard that the best food was set aside for the troops, but aside from the apple that she had grown herself, the closest thing to fruit that she had seen in years was the awful wine that taverns served. That, she decided, would be for a special occasion. She chose some of the biscuit, ate it quickly, and propped herself against a tree to drop off to sleep.

	In the morning, she woke and returned immediately to her task. Myn slipped from her blanket, stretched, and trotted off to get her own breakfast while Myranda gnawed on more of the biscuit. Myn returned with a rabbit and dropped it in front of Myranda. She prepared it as best she could. When she was through eating, Myn snapped up the rest. 

	Myranda deciphered more of the spell. It seemed that when she cast it, the item used to track the person in question would be drawn toward them. The strength of the attraction would indicate their distance. The duration would change depending on the will of the target. Myranda stood and removed the tooth from her neck. She held it by the strings in one hand and held her staff in the other. The spell was small but complex. She tried several times to cast it, with her final attempt prompting a tiny tug to the southwest. It wasn't much, but it was a start. Myranda wrapped the blanket about her shoulders, stowed the spell, donned the tooth, and moved to the southwest.

	As days of walking passed and Myranda's stolen rations began to run low, she began to wonder what she was thinking. She couldn't enter a town with Myn, and the dragon simply would not leave her side. She could make do with the meals Myn brought her when the food ran out--but sooner or later, she would need warmer clothes at the very least. Even if she could convince Myn to wait while she entered a town to do business, she had no money, and no way to get any. 

	She remembered Lain's words. He had spoken of her as a creature of cities and roads, while he was of forests, mountains, and plains. Well, now she too was out of place in the world of humans. All the better, though. If this was where Lain was to be found, then it was where she must be. 

	Nearly a week of southward travel had led her to be comfortable with the sounds of the woods while she slept, though when a snowfall came, she missed her hood. Each morning she checked Lain's location with the spell. She knew that he would be traveling by night while she traveled during the day. This way, at least, he would not be moving when she cast the spell. It was becoming easier. He was getting closer. She had been heading almost entirely due south for the last few days. Lain had likely been keeping to the edge of the woods to remain unseen. Now, though, she checked to find that he was due west of her, traveling across the open plains.

	Looking out across the plain, Myranda saw a thin, sparsely wooded area off in the distance. It was a bit less than half of the way between herself and the edge of Ravenwood, the massive western forest that was still visible at the base of the mountains on the horizon. The dangling tooth pointed her to the trees; they rustled with a stiff and constant breeze in the distance. Thus, she proceeded in that direction, carefully scanning for anyone who might spot her. For once, she was glad that the plains of the north were almost deserted. She hurried across the field as quickly as she could. As she did, she wondered why no roads led through this plain. There were at least five small towns nearby, yet the nearest road ran far to the west and circled completely around the plain to reach the furthest of the towns. A second road through this place would cut the travel time in half. 

	Myn seemed distracted. The slowly strengthening wind carried either the scent of Lain or something else, and it was making her anxious. When they reached the trees, Myranda noticed a handful of small brown creatures scurrying across the ground. Suddenly Myn froze. Myranda began to ask what might be the matter, but her voice caught in her throat when she realized the source of her friend’s concern. 

	There was not merely a handful of the little creatures. Behind them there were dozens, perhaps a hundred. Each had the small size and long body of a weasel, but their eyes seemed absent, with slight indentations where they ought to be. They had six legs, each tipped with a trio of short, stout, cruel-looking claws. There were clusters of them, sniffing madly at the ground around her footprints.

	The pair was surrounded by the things, and more were popping out of scattered burrows by the moment. As they each sniffed the air, row after row of needle-sharp teeth were bared in anger. They did not like the scent of the intruder. The creatures approached one at a time. Myn tried to frighten them off, but as she pounced at them, they scattered, keeping just out of her reach. In moments, the two of them were completely surrounded. 

	A chill of fear ran up and down Myranda's spine as she held her staff ready. She decided a spell of fire would hold them at bay, but she would need a minute or two to produce enough of it to protect her, while the fear burning at her mind increased that time greatly.

	"Myn, fire!" she cried.

	Myn tried to obey, but somehow the things with no eyes were able to avoid the flames, only a few getting even remotely singed. The creatures were swarming about Myranda's legs. With no spells swift or safe enough to ward them off now, she swatted at them with the staff, knocking a few away. Just as the first of them sunk its teeth into the girl's leg, there came a piercing whistle. The small creatures scattered. An instant later, the blanket about the young woman’s shoulders was torn from her back. 

	Turning quickly to discover the culprit, she found Lain, dressed in the black tunic of Entwell, holding his white cloak in one hand and her brown blanket in the other. 

	"You!" she cried furiously. 

	Myn scampered to him, leaping about joyfully.

	"Pick her up," he ordered.

	Before Myranda could object, Myn obligingly leapt into Myranda's arms. Lain threw his cloak about her shoulders and hurled her blanket into the mass of creatures who were already beginning to venture closer. The very moment that the blanket landed, the creatures converged on it, tearing it to ribbons.

	"Quickly, this way. And do not speak until I tell you," he said, marching forward with purpose while the creatures were distracted.

	 


Chapter 2

	The pair moved quickly to a more thickly wooded bit of the field. Every few moments, Lain would cast a glance at the chaotic frenzy behind them. When a handful of the furry creatures stood on their hindmost legs and sampled the air, only to turn away and return from whence they came, Lain broke the silence.

	"You should have stayed in Entwell. You were there for your protection," he said.

	"For safekeeping, you mean. So that you could go about your murder without fear of anyone else claiming my ransom," she said.

	"Yes," he said.

	Myranda was given pause by the frankness of his answer.

	"So, what noble plans have you got that are more important than ending the war?" she asked.

	"I must resupply and meet with my partner. The Elites will have been busy. It will take time to rebuild," he said.

	"I cannot say that I am sorry to hear it. You deserve every hardship and misfortune that this world has to give until you turn yourself to your proper task," she said.

	Lain weathered the assault in stoic silence. Somehow, Myranda could not bring herself to continue to give him the berating she felt he deserved.

	"Thank you, by the way," she said, her voice still stern.

	Lain grunted in reply.

	"What were those things?" she asked.

	"Oloes. They will attack, kill, and consume any creature with an unfamiliar scent or sound," he said.

	"Then why didn't a single olo pay any attention to you?" she asked.

	"My scent is familiar," he said. 

	They continued until they reached a tall, sturdy pine. Lain looked over the roots. In several places, they looped up above ground. After close inspection of one root in particular, he grasped it, put one foot against the tree, and pulled with all of his might. Slowly, not just the root but a square section of ground began to tip up. He pulled and strained until the square, now clearly a thick, wooden trapdoor with a few inches of soil disguising it, stood on end. He then crouched low to the ground and carefully reached his hand inside, feeling at the walls. Myranda peered inside. The pale light that made it through the thick clouds did not penetrate far into the darkness. When Lain found what he had been probing for, a soft click could be heard from within the hole that prompted him to quickly pull his arm free. A blade swiped across the shaft, and the swishing sound and puff of air from the door hinted at many more that had gone unseen.

	"Put her down. This is the place," he said. 

	"After those blades nearly robbed you of your arm, you are going inside?" she said.

	"Yes. And once the oloes get a whiff of the blood trickling down your leg, it is going to take more than a loud whistle to scare them off," he said.

	Myranda had forgotten about the creature that had managed to bite her. She did not relish the thought of facing those things again. Reluctantly, she looked into the hole. Myn hopped to the ground and peered in curiously as well. Myranda searched for a ladder of some sort built into the walls, but found none. She lowered her bag down an arm’s length and dropped it. From the sound, there was not much of a drop. She lowered her legs and slid into the opening, dangling for a moment by her fingertips before dropping a foot or two to a solid surface in the darkness below. Her eyes had only just begun to adjust when a light flashed in front of her. She scrambled back to the bag at the base of the opening and pulled out her staff, turning back in time for a second spark. This one lingered, as a lamp flickered to life, casting light on the room.

	It was a small room. The walls were made of stone blocks, while the low ceiling was made of wood, with thick planks running across its length. Placed regularly through the room were sturdy support beams. There were heavy doors on three walls. The lamp was in the hands of a man standing in the open doorway opposite the entrance shaft. Its flickering yellow light fell upon a face with a look of confused recognition, a look that Myranda no doubt shared, as this was not precisely a stranger. After a moment of searching through crowded memories, each spoke the name of the other simultaneously.

	"Desmeres?" she said.

	"Myranda?" spoke the man.

	Indeed, it was the odd fellow she had briefly met in a tavern when this great journey had only just begun. His youthful face, wild white hair, and expensive attire were unmistakable.

	"I can't say I expected to see you here," he said.

	Myn, hearing the voices within, darted down into the room and planted herself between Myranda and the potential threat. Desmeres took a step back.

	"Well, now! That is yours, I trust!" he said, eying the intruding creature with amusement.

	"Yes, yes. This is Myn," Myranda answered, eager to get it out of the way and have her own questions answered. "What are you doing here?"

	"Well, for the time being, this is my home. A more appropriate question would be what are you doing here?" he countered.

	Before she could answer, Lain dropped down. Desmeres glanced up, this time with recognition unmarred by confusion.

	"L-L-L-L-Leo, right? Good lord, it has been ages! How has Sasha been treating you?" he said as though speaking with an old friend.

	"Taken," he said.

	"No! By who?" Desmeres said, dismayed.

	"The Elites," he answered.

	"Oh. I thought I'd never see the day," he said. "I trust she served well? A masterpiece, that one. She was silent when you needed her to be, but when she wanted to, she could sing. Shame on you for losing her. You'd better figure out how to get her back before they squeeze any secrets out of her, because if I--"

	"Wait! What is going on here?" Myranda asked.

	"I am catching up with my friend Leo," Desmeres said.

	"You know him?" she said.

	"Of course! I collect and craft weapons and he uses them. So, how has the business been? Any projects you feel like discussing?" he began.

	"Never mind that. She knows," Lain said.

	"Does she? How much?" Desmeres asked, surprised, but still with a sense of amusement.

	"Enough," he said.

	"Well . . . that's new," Desmeres replied.

	"I suppose that it was no coincidence that you and I met in the tavern that day," Myranda said.

	"No, no. Of course it wasn't. You can safely assume that each and every time I do anything, it has been meticulously planned out to benefit me in some way," Desmeres said, in a tone that made it difficult to tell if he was joking.

	Lain pulled open one of the other doors and entered. Desmeres attempted to walk past Myranda, but Myn prevented it.

	"Well, all right, fine. Myranda, would you do me a favor? There is a rope over there by the trapdoor. Give it a good strong pull. We've got to close the door and reset the blades," he said.

	Myranda turned to do so. As she did, Desmeres continued to chat with her as though they were the best of friends.

	"So, I recognize the old Entwell garb. Is that where you ended up?" he asked.

	"Yes. How did you know about Entwell?" she asked.

	"Born and raised there. Is my father still knocking about? He makes the master-level weapons," he asked.

	"I don't know. I didn't meet any weapon makers except for . . . Wait, what is going on here?" she demanded. Desmeres had a way of making things seem so casual, she had nearly forgotten the ordeal that she had been through to get here.

	"You just pull on the cord there and--" he began.

	"Not that! Where am I? Why are you working with Lain? What do you really do?" she cried.

	"Are we calling him Lain now? Eh, regardless. Just get the door closed, we'll join Lain inside, and all will be revealed. Well, some will be revealed. I don't want to make any promises I can't keep," he said.

	Myranda sighed heavily and pulled hard on the rope. The heavy door began to drop shut, the weight of it apparently driving the machinery that reset the blades.

	"Well done. This way, please. This is a bit of a reunion, so I've finally got a reason to open some of the vintage. That alone is reason enough to celebrate," he said.

	They walked through the doorway to a larger room with various dried and smoked foods hanging along one wall. Along another was rack after rack of fine wine. Most of the rest of the room was littered and stacked with chests of various sizes. In the center was a table with two chairs. Desmeres lit a set of candles on the table and several lamps that lined the walls.

	"As you see, we aren't equipped for guests. There is usually only the two of us here, if anyone at all. Pull up a chest or something to sit on. I dare say I've emptied quite a few waiting for this fellow to show up," he remarked, as he looked over the stock of wine.

	Myranda did so. It was already quite clear that she would have no answers until Desmeres was ready to give them. The white-haired fellow opened a bottle and set it on the table, then set about finding enough glasses for all in attendance. After leaving the room, he returned with two heavy clay cups and one metal one.

	"The honored guest gets the special glass," he said, setting it before her.

	It was not until she watched him pour a splash of the wine that she realized that the chalice was of solid gold.

	"Where did you get this?" she asked, admiring the work of art.

	"I don't recall. Some people cannot afford payment in coins alone. I am willing to accept anything, so long as it is gold," he said, pouring the rest of the glasses.

	Lain returned to his seat after fetching some manner of dried meat. Desmeres set out some cheese on a plate.

	"To old friends and new ones," Desmeres said, raising his glass. Myranda joined in the toast, while Lain simply tore into his meal.

	After sampling the wine, which was as subtle and delicious as any that she had ever tasted, Myranda set the glass down.

	"May I please have some answers?" she begged.

	"But of course. Just a moment, though. Lain, are we keeping any secrets for ourselves?" he asked.

	"Use your best judgment," he answered.

	"Oh, are we using our best judgment now? Because based upon your last few decisions, I thought the new policy was to try our very best to get ourselves killed and lose everything we have worked for. My mistake. Now that good judgment is the choice of the day again, perhaps things will get done. Questions please," he said. His words had been riddled with sarcasm, but still carried the necessary sting. Lain weathered them as though they were anything but rare.

	"Who are you really? What exactly do you do?" she asked.

	"I am this fellow's business associate," he answered.

	"But he is an assassin. What could you possibly do for him?" she asked.

	"Oh, not much. I make all of his weapons. I build, manage, and maintain networks of contacts and informants. I locate and contact prospective clients, manage cover businesses, handle finances, keep records, collect and negotiate payments. Basically everything but get my hands dirty," he said. "And in exchange, I get half of his fee."

	Myranda frowned.

	"So you are as much a murderer as he is," she said.

	"Heavens, no! If there is blood to be had, it is entirely upon his hands. I merely point him in the most profitable directions," he said.

	"And arm him," she said.

	"Bah. We've had this discussion. A weapon is merely a tool, and I merely make it. He is the one who decides what to do with it," he said.

	"But--" Myranda began.

	"But, but, but. I have had decades to hone my rationalizations. They are quite solid. I suggest you ask another question rather than lecturing me," he said, not a drop of anger in the voice. There was a sense of his having done all of this before. There was that sense to everything he did and said, as though this absurd life he lived was mundane.

	"Well, what is this place?" she asked.

	"A store room. One of many. A repository for surplus funds, a library for old records. I keep most of my better weapons here. Of course, in times of need, this place also serves as a safe house, and ever since that fellow there decided not to hand you over to the Undermine, the times have most certainly been of need. Clients tend not to react well when the person they hired to capture someone decides to release the target. When the client has an army at their disposal, it generally turns out poorly," he said.

	"What is the damage?" Lain asked.

	"The tavern and the inn have been seized. I still have access to a pair of the armories, but the rest have been closed as well. Our little enterprise has all but disappeared from the map," he said, almost grinning. "It will have to be rebuilt from the ground up."

	"What are you talking about?" Myranda asked.

	"We have a handful of legitimate businesses that we use for meeting places and to attract clients. Trigorah and her Elites have been taking them down one by one ever since her pet target vanished. She can be a real pain sometimes," he said.

	Lain stood and headed for the door.

	"Where are you off to?" Desmeres asked.

	Lain continued silently.

	"Well, enjoy. I had more to say, but it can wait," Desmeres said, obviously knowing Lain too well to expect a response.

	"Get back here! I'm not through with you! I followed you here for a reason! You have a job to do and so do I!" Myranda cried.

	Lain slipped out the door, shutting it behind him. Myranda rushed after him, but by the time she reached the door to the entry room, the heavy trapdoor was clicking back into place.

	"Oh, never mind him. He will be back. There is no place else in this world that will have him right now. He is probably just out to hunt. Between you and me, he hates prepared food. At any rate, you must have more questions, and if you don't, I've got a few," he said, leading her back inside.

	Myranda was helpless to follow Lain even if she had wanted to. She remembered the blades and knew neither how to deactivate them nor what triggered them. She entered the dining room and sat in Lain's chair.

	"Any more questions?" Desmeres asked.

	The young woman wondered for a moment why she had ever thought she could convince Lain of anything now that he had a whole world to hide in. In following him, she had left paradise for the sake of a hole in the ground, and perhaps nothing more.

	"What does it matter? You will only lie to me," she said bitterly.

	"Oh, not at all. As a matter of fact, I have a feeling you will very soon find me to be the most infuriatingly honest person you have ever met. So if you have any questions, feel free to ask," he said.

	Myranda sat numbly and shook her head. 

	"Then I have a few for you. You say he has a job to do. I assume you are not speaking of his still pending task of turning you over to the Alliance Army. What then?" he asked.

	"He is one of the Chosen," she said.

	"The what? Oh, that's right. I remember them giving that speech at least a dozen times in Entwell," he said.

	"But it is true. It is proven!" she said.

	"How so?" he asked.

	Myranda explained about the ceremony that had taken place in Entwell before she had left. She told of the summoning of an elemental, a Chosen One, and the fact that Lain was still standing when the creature was formed. The mystic being had even approached him. According to the peerless minds of Entwell, this was only possible if Lain was Chosen. Desmeres nodded thoughtfully through the entirety of the tale, sipping at the wine as it was told.

	"Hmm. I always hated Hollow," he said when the recollection was through, speaking of the prophet who had predicted the ceremony and its meaning. "Frankly, I’ve never trusted the whole concept of prophecy. The fact that things occurred precisely as he’d predicted they would certainly punctures my theory that he has been speaking pure nonsense for all of these years. And you say that this other Chosen One, the one you conjured up, it just flew away?"

	"Yes," she answered.

	"That is a bit odd. You would think that after being brought into existence, one would be eager to get to the task for which one was summoned. I haven't heard anything about an elemental showing up and bringing widespread peace, though," he said.

	"I believe that the Chosen will not turn to their task until all five have appeared and joined forces," she said.

	"Ah, yes. The fabled 'Great Convergence.' I imagine that the meeting of the Chosen will be a rather difficult thing to arrange with Lain dedicating himself to other tasks, the mysterious elemental flying about waiting for something, and the others sight unseen," he asked.

	"I've seen one. In the field. He was dead," she said.

	"One would imagine that would only further complicate matters," Desmeres said. "Tell me. If he was dead, how did you discover that he was Chosen?"

	"He had the mark. This mark," Myranda said, showing her scar.

	"Say. That looks familiar," he said.

	"There is one just like it on Lain's chest, one on the forehead of the elemental creature, and it was all over the dead swordsman's weapons and armor. It is the mark of the Chosen," she said.

	"Am I to assume, then, that you are Chosen?" he asked.

	"No, no. A Chosen One must be divine of birth and born with the mark. I am only human, and mine is a scar," she said.

	"And yet you feel compelled to hunt the others down. You do realize that if the prophecy has come true thus far, it is likely to finish itself off without your help," he said.

	"That is just it. I believe I am part of the prophecy. Hollow may have mentioned me," she said.

	"I see. You don't suppose you are suffering from delusions of grandeur, do you? Well, I suppose you wouldn't be very well-suited to answer that. At any rate, this is all very interesting, but I hope you don't mind if I change the subject. I tend to enjoy talking about things that have already happened rather than things that are about to. Less chance of spoiling surprises that way," he said. "I take that you set your mind to magic back at Entwell. How far did you get?"

	"Full master," she answered.

	Desmeres tilted his head.

	"No . . . in half a year?" he remarked in disbelief.

	"A bit less than that," she said.

	"And yet an olo got a hold of you. Not very fast with the spells yet?" he said, indicating the trickle on her leg.

	"I manage," she answered, directing a bit of thought to the wound to close it.

	"Hmm . . . I may need to renegotiate," he said.

	"Renegotiate what?" she asked.

	"Your price. It is already the highest that we've ever been offered, but now that you are a full wizard, I may just be able to squeeze a bit more out of them," he said.

	"You are still thinking of turning me in?" she growled.

	"Myranda, it is practically all I think about," he said, quite unapologetically.

	"But now? After you know me? After you know what I must do? How could you?" she asked, appalled.

	"Did Lain ever tell you what you were worth?" he asked.

	"No! What does it matter?" she asked.

	"Oh, with a number this large? It matters," he said, standing and hurrying out the door.

	She stood to follow.

	"No, no. Stay there. You were impressed with the gold goblet, right?" he said, amid door creaks and chest slams. Finally, he reentered and walked to the table. He slammed something down on it.

	It an enormous brick, as thick as her arm and nearly as long. Gold.

	"One gold ingot. Think of it as four hundred gold coins melted together. We currently have just under thirty of these, plus enough other gold coins and knickknacks to equal perhaps one hundred more. The Alliance Army, for a reason that we are not entirely certain of, is willing--nay, eager--to pay us one hundred and twenty-five of these for your corpse and the sword you carried," he said. 

	Myranda's eyes locked on the block of gold and widened.

	"However! That is merely the base price. If you are still breathing when we hand you over, the price is increased tenfold. One thousand two hundred and fifty of these bits of auric masonry. That is equal to five hundred thousand gold coins. Five million silver coins. Two hundred and fifty million coppers. I would say that you are worth your weight in gold, but that is a massive understatement. You are worth something on the order of three hundred times your weight in gold. You are the single most valuable thing I have ever seen," he said.

	"But . . . why?" she asked, dumbfounded.

	"As I said, their motivation is a mystery to me. Most interesting is the fact that they did not even want specifically you. At least, not at first. Their orders were to retrieve that sword of yours--which we have, by the way--and anyone who touches it directly and lives. We were also told not to touch it ourselves, if we value our lives. I do and I have not," he said.

	Myranda's mind began to stir.

	"That sword . . . that sword belonged to the swordsman. That sword is what gave me the mark. It has something to do with the Chosen. And they want me, alive . . . " she thought aloud.

	Deep in Myranda's mind, thoughts and instincts clashed together. Thoughts that had been forming since Lain had first told her the truth about why he captured her. Longings and hopes merged as she tried to find some explanation for such actions. Almost hammered into her mind at birth was the belief that the Alliance Army had the best interests of the people and the world at heart. That thought planted the seed of an idea. They wanted the person who touched the sword--alive, if possible. The seed grew until finally it found its way to her voice. 

	"They know! They know about the prophecy! They came to the same conclusion I did, that the person who is scarred with the mark by the sword is the one who will join the Chosen together. They must want my help!" she said, more certain of it with every moment.

	"Possible. I have seen greater stretches of the imagination come true," he said, nodding thoughtfully, then frowning. "Not the least bit likely. In fact, now that I th--"

	"Desmeres, I must meet with the Alliance Army at once!" she said.

	"Not so quickly, I am afraid," he said, dropping the interrupted thought and embarking on a new one. "You see, when Lain decided to free you and keep them at arm's length from you, it made them believe that we were no longer willing to turn you over. That has put the two of us on a very exclusive list of insurgents who are to be killed on sight by the Elites. It is clear that those very same Elites are the ones who seek to claim you as well. Until we can establish that Lain's little idiosyncrasies are harmless and that we are indeed still willing and able to relinquish yourself and the sword, we are going to have to wait."

	"I will just go to them myself," she said.

	"That would not be wise. Lest you forget, the attempts to capture you have been less than pleasant in the past. The rest of the agents out after you are not so well-disciplined as the Elites, and I would wager to say that they have not been offered the same compensation as we. If you meet them first, which you most certainly will, they might be just as willing to turn over a corpse as a captive," he said.

	"I will take my chances. I can take care of myself," she said.

	"That freshly healed wound on your leg and the close calls of the past would seem to indicate the contrary," he said. "Besides, if you go off and turn yourself in, we will not get paid, and that would just be a tragedy."

	"Hmm. And Lain is Chosen. I would have to find him again after all," she said.

	"Precisely. So what do you say? You stay on as our guest until I can smooth out relations just enough to allow an exchange. That is, of course, unless you don't want to, in which case you will need to stay on as our prisoner. I would suggest choosing the former. It has better accommodations and the conversations are a tad less one-sided. That will give you time to convince Lain of his place in the cosmic way of things, and it will allow us to protect our investment. Then you and he can go off and find elementals and all manner of other eldritch companions and create a tale we can all tell our children about," he said, lifting the ingot to return it to its storage.

	Myranda frowned at his mocking tone toward the end of the speech. When he reached for the gold, it made Myranda realize something.

	"Wait. The war is good for you. Why would you allow me to help bring peace?" she asked.

	"Do you honestly believe that you will be able to convince Lain to join forces with the Alliance Army and put his life on the line to somehow put this war to an end? They have hunted him for decades, and when they caught him, they tortured him for a month, if my sources can be believed. He will never work with them without what he considers to be a very good reason, and I doubt such a reason exists," he said frankly.

	"He will see the light," Myranda said confidently.

	"Yes, well, I sincerely doubt it. People like Lain have lived in the dark so long, when they see light, they tend to close their eyes. Say . . . why do you assume the war is good for us?" he said.

	"Lain told me how the hatred it stirs up is what gets you your business," she said.

	"Mmm. It would generally be true to say that war is good for the business. Of course, a war would generally only last a few years and be far less widespread. During a normal war, there are mad scrambles for power, people stabbing each other in the back to grab a hold of the largest slice of power and land. This war has been going on too long. Everything has stabilized. Anyone who wants power and has the means to get it has done so, often with our help. The rest are too weak to hope for anything better or too poor to manage it. 

	"Now, if this war were to come to a sudden end, chaos would ensue. The bottom would be pulled out from under society. The old guard would panic and throw money at anyone who could help them hold onto any power at all, and newcomers would jump at the dozens of holes in the hierarchy. We would barely be able to keep up with the clients," he said.

	Myranda shook her head.

	"You would end the war because it would be profitable to you? You would do the right thing for the wrong reasons," she said.

	"I never said I would stop the war. And besides, who cares about the reason, so long as the right thing gets done?" he reasoned. "But enough philosophy. Would you care to have a look around? There isn't much to see, but I am quite proud of it all."

	Myranda grudgingly agreed, and she and the dragon left the room, following Desmeres through the opposite doorway.

	 


Chapter 3

	In the next room of Lain's mysterious hideaway, Myranda found a chamber of equal size with three large bookcases, mostly filled, along the far wall. The rest of the room was filled with various valuables scattered in a haphazard manner. There were half-full chests of coins, some silver, most gold. There were statues, goblets, ornate daggers, swords, and helmets. Here and there, a satchel could be found filled with papers. Desmeres explained it all.

	"The fortune is self-explanatory. These papers are deeds. We own a number of very large tracts of land as part of Lain's pet project. On the back wall is the catalog of our business to date. The first two shelves are the somewhat disorganized records--contracts. They hold the specifics of the deals that we have made, as well as anything worth noting about the way the task was performed. That last shelf has to do with Lain's little project, as well. He's been doing it since before I began working with him," he said.

	Myn approached the third bookshelf and sniffed at it with much curiosity. Whatever those books held, they had enough of a scent to pique the interest of the dragon. Myranda approached the bookshelf and looked over the spines. They were unlabeled. Some of the books seemed old and well-used. Others were fresh. Myranda reached for one of the books.

	"I wouldn't. You'll have to face Lain's wrath if you do," he said.

	"I have reached an agreement with Lain that any question I have of him must be answered," she said.

	"How did you manage that in less than a year when I haven't made so much progress in seventy? I have tried practically everything to gain his absolute trust," he said.

	"I knocked one of his teeth out with a training sword," she said, pulling one of the books from the middle of the case.

	Desmeres nodded thoughtfully.

	"I hadn't tried that," he quipped.

	"He made a wager that I would never be willing to draw blood, and if I did, I deserved to have my questions answered," she explained.

	"Ah," he replied.

	Myranda opened the book. There were no words, only brownish red stains, dozens of them, on every page. She flipped through, only to find more of the same. Replacing the book, she opened one of the older ones. More stains. She replaced it and chose a newer one. This had an addition. Below each small stain was a name, each scrawled in a different hand.

	"What is this?" she asked.

	"You'll have to ask Lain. This is a secret of his, not mine. Besides, I have more to show you. We've still got my favorite room left," Desmeres said.

	Myranda shook her head, replaced the book, and followed. They entered the room that Desmeres had been standing in the doorway of when they had arrived. As soon as the light of his lamp entered, it glinted off of a dozen polished surfaces. He moved along the walls, lighting wall-mounted lamps as he went. Each new light revealed more of the room. The walls were hung with weapons of every type--swords with carved blades, bows, arrows, axes, and countless other weapons in racks, on stands, and even hanging from the ceiling. Other stands contained bottles, vials, tools, and books.

	"Behold, my gallery. Nearly half of the weapons I have made since I began working with Lain are here. I tried to make one of every type, and Lain can use them all, but lately he has been using only daggers and the occasional light sword. I guarantee he will be asking me for a new one soon, what with Sasha's disappearance. No matter, I've got two in the works. I think I can finish one off in a week or so," he said, filled with pride.

	"Look at all of them. You have spent so much time on making tools for killing," she said, slightly disgusted.

	"Tools, yes. Killing--only sometimes. Besides, I have got widgets and gadgets for all sorts of purposes. Potions for healing, potions for sleep--frankly, I've got potions for everything. I never could get the hang of spell-casting, so I make potions instead. It isn't my greatest talent, but I get by. This one here is my favorite," he said, lifting a small, innocent-looking vial filled with clear liquid. "It is a poison that will kill anything but Lain."

	Myranda shook her head.

	"Why?" Myranda asked.

	"Why the poison? Well, surely you see the usefulness of . . ." he began.

	"No, why any of this?" she asked. "I can understand why you would spend your time on such things in Entwell, but why here? You seem like such a decent person. Why do you occupy all of your time with death?"

	"Oh, so now it is just death? I liked 'tools for killing' better. Regardless of your terminology, I simply need something to do," he said.

	"That is it? You need something to do?" she said.

	"I see that you are confused. First of all, how old do you suppose I am?" he asked.

	Myranda considered his appearance. His white hair was a bit less carefully kept than the last time she had seen him. His clothes were of the finest variety. Overall, he looked as though he might be her age, though the way he phrased the question made her believe he was older than he seemed.

	"Thirty," she said.

	"I was thirty when I left Entwell. I am now just about to celebrate my one hundred-third birthday," he said.

	"What? No," she said.

	"Father was, and is, an elf. I get the longevity from him. I get the appearance from Mother. It helps me blend with the human population. Never mind that, though. You were looking for an answer for why I squander my life so. Think of every old man or old woman you've met. I'd wager half of them are angry all of the time for no reason at all, or simply numb and apathetic. Why? They are world-weary. They have done and seen everything that they care to see or do. There is nothing left for them. 

	"Humans have the mixed blessing of a short lifespan. By the time you run out of ambitions and motivations, the end is usually near. Elves are not quite so lucky. We live on and on. As a result, if you are immortal, you need to find something to occupy your vast time. Something endless to fill your days. A passion. I have two. 

	"First, and foremost, I am a weapon crafter. I strive for perfection. I will never reach it--at least, I hope not--but I get closer with each new weapon. My second passion is more difficult to explain. I like making money," he said.

	"How noble," she said with a smirk.

	"I do not mean it in a greedy way. I lived the first thirty years without the need for money at all. I simply love the negotiation, the planning. I love reading people. It is as much an art as weapon craft, and just as rewarding. I don't care about the money once I have it. I would give it away, but that would rob me of the joy of haggling prices for the things I buy," he said.

	"If you love money so much, why don't you just sell your weapons? At least then you wouldn't have to work with an assassin directly," she said.

	"No. Never mix the passions. Weapons are weapons, money is money. I have only sold fifteen pieces in my lifetime, and I have spent the years since trying to hunt them down and buy them back. There are still three out there, and it burns my mind to think of it," he said.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"They are in the hands of inept fools! I can't stand to see one of my weapons misused. It soils the workmanship. My weapons can make an amateur into a master, but they can make a master invincible. That is why I work with Lain. He is one of only a handful of warriors I deem worthy of holding my handiwork, and his business offers limitless potential for my other skills. As long as he continues to satisfy my needs, I will work with him. If he ever ceases to, I will find someone who will. Simple," he said.

	"That is so self-serving," Myranda said.

	"That is another trait of immortals. Since we are going to outlive most of the people we know anyway, we tend to focus on ourselves. It is also the nature of things you are passionate about. You have a way of making very poor decisions to indulge them. Like, say, deciding that the people who have been hunting you for nearly a year are actually trying to help you," he said, not a hint of apology in his voice.

	Myranda gazed at the weapons and armor. Were she able to bring herself to forget their purpose, she might have been struck by their beauty. Instead, all she saw was death. Her dark thoughts were interrupted by an odd scratching sound. She turned to Myn, the source of the interruption, to see her clawing madly at her neck. The dingy scales and skin were starting to give way.

	"Well, well. Is our friend shedding? I'll get a blanket," he said, hurrying off to the supply room.

	When he returned he placed the blanket on the ground. Myn seemed to know it was for her, as she rolled on top of it and began clawing at her belly. For the better part of an hour, Myranda and Desmeres discussed the specifics of her adventure that he had not learned on his own as Myn shed the old scales to reveal immaculate, gleaming ones underneath. When her focus returned to her neck, Myranda untied the charm and removed it.

	"Say, you didn't mention that little thing. Let me see that," he said.

	Myranda handed it to him. He turned it all about in his hands, held it up to the light, and tapped on the metal.

	"I remember this. This was on Trigorah's helmet," he said.

	"You remember seeing it there?" she said.

	"I remember putting it there," he said, rubbing it on his shirt to restore its luster.

	"You made her helmet?" Myranda said, shocked.

	"No, just the charm. One of my better pieces. It lets healing and such through, but blocks most other spells. It was something of an anniversary gift," he said. 

	Myranda's jaw dropped.

	"We weren't married. Not officially. But we were . . . involved for some time," he said, returning the charm to her. She was too stunned to reach for it, so he took it back.

	"How . . ." she managed.

	"How long? Six years. I gave this to her on our fifth," he said, trying to answer the half-asked question.

	Myranda shook her head, still struggling to find the words.

	"How long ago, perhaps? I’d say I first spoke to her perhaps thirty years ago. No, that still isn't it, eh? How . . . How involved? Well, I have a son she never told me about," he said, grinning at his last statement.

	Myranda stopped searching for words and simply stared, dumbstruck.

	"She's got him squirreled away somewhere up north. He's twenty-five now, with some military job. Croyden is his name, if I recall correctly. I wonder if she's given the boy my name or hers. Must check on that," he said.

	Myranda finally found her voice again, and finished the question he had failed to guess.

	"How could you?" she asked.

	"Well, she has been after Lain since before I started working with him. She is no fool, so in following his trail, she found herself led to me time and time again. I have always felt that one should keep his enemies close, and she felt the same way. That is how it began. The entire time we were together was like a sort of dance, each of us trying our best to learn the intentions of the other. She is very attractive, and we share membership of a fairly unrepresented race. As we played each other for information, we found that we had a great many things in common. What can I say?" he said.

	"But she wants to kill you!" she said.

	"That is only a recent development. Back then she only wanted to kill Lain," he said.

	"Even still, he is your partner!" she said.

	"It began as a means to protect him. I feel no shame," he said with a shrug. "It is just the two of us in this partnership. We do what we must."

	"Just the two of you . . . wait . . . didn't you mention a woman?" she asked.

	"A woman. I don't believe I did," he said, attempting to recall.

	"Yes, you did. Sasha," Myranda said.

	"Oh . . . Oh. A misunderstanding. Sasha is a what, not a who. Sashat Mance. Bag of tricks. It is the sword Lain had been using," he clarified.

	"What? No. You said that she never said a word, but she sang, and that they would try to coax secrets out of her," she objected.

	Desmeres chuckled and pulled a sword from its mount on the wall.

	"Listen," he said, swiftly drawing it from its sheath. 

	There wasn't a whisper of sound. He then ran his finger along the flat of the blade. The immaculate metal resonated with a crystal-clear tone.

	"There are more than a few blacksmiths that would give their right hand to learn how I make these. Those are the secrets I'm worried about. A fellow by the name of Flinn has gotten wealthy off of one of my daggers . . ." he said, immediately changing the subject. "Say, you know what I haven't made in a dog's age? A staff. Lain doesn't use magic. Not a word of it. Frankly, it doesn't make any sense to me, because he swears by that 'warrior's sleep' they taught him back in the belly of the beast, and that is deeper and harder to manage than any trance. I've made normal staffs, but a casting staff would be a fine diversion. You say you are a full master? I suppose that I would be justified in giving you a piece of my handiwork, but . . . I just can't be sure. I would have to see you in action before I made something from scratch. I might not mind working on the one you've already got, though."

	Myranda shook her head in disbelief again. He spoke of betraying his friend and having a relationship with his enemy as though it was nothing, but the very moment that the subject of weaponry was introduced, he latched onto it with boundless interest. Before she could object, Desmeres had fetched her staff.

	"Good heavens. Have they still got Coda making these? I could improve this immeasurably. There are at least a dozen runes that could make this doubly resistant to hostile spells. A few potion infusions. Yes. This could be a fine weapon . . . Gracious, this is heavy. Did they give this to you?" he asked.

	". . . No, Deacon gave it to me," she said. She knew by now that attempting to bring closure to anything that Desmeres wasn't interested in discussing anymore was useless.

	"Well, Deacon must not be a weapon specialist, because this is the wrong size, weight, and shape for someone like you. The crystal could use work as well, but I haven't got the equipment for that. Not here, anyway," he said.

	That was the last she heard from him for most of the day. He retired to a corner of the weapon room and set himself to work, flipping through books, selecting tools, and carving at the staff. Myranda watched for a time. He worked with a speed, grace, and enthusiasm that she admired. He must truly love the work, she thought. Before long, though, her mind became fixed on other things. She moved back to the dining room and retired to a chair. 

	Myn had finished shedding and looked to Myranda for attention. The girl moved to the ground to better dote upon her friend. She patted the little creature, whose scales were now as smooth and shiny as the day she was born. As she did, she thought.

	She thought back to her encounter with Trigorah. It pained her to think of it. She had been desperate to escape. In her desperation, she'd nearly killed the commander. Now it was possible that all of this time they had been dedicated to the same goal. If she had only turned herself over, all of this could have been avoided. But, then, if she had turned herself in, she would not have helped to conjure the other Chosen in Entwell, and she would not know nearly as much magic. She would not have even been sure of Lain's place in the Chosen. Was it all part of the prophecy? All part of the plan for the world that she would not know the truth until she had earned it? So much hardship had come since then . . . 

	Her reverie was interrupted when Desmeres entered the room.

	"Ah, excellent, the dragon has shed her skin," he said, gathering up the blanket and dumping the remnants of the act into a bag. "This is a very useful and very rare resource. I can think of a dozen or more things to do with this."

	"Then when you put down the blanket, you didn't want to make Myn more comfortable, you wanted to make it easier to collect up the shedding?" Myranda said, annoyed that yet another seeming act of kindness was false.

	"Yes. Would you stand up, please?" he asked.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"I need your exact height," he said, offering a hand to help her up.

	Myranda reluctantly accepted the help. He looked her up and down, eventually asking to see her hands as well. Once he seemed satisfied with sizing her up, he told her so.

	"Before you sit down, though, I imagine you might like something nicer than the floor to sleep on. We haven't got any beds, but there are a few bedrolls. One for each of us and a spare. If that dragon of yours--" he began.

	"Her name is Myn," Myranda interjected.

	"If Myn can hold onto her flame, I would not mind offering her the spare," he said.

	"Myn likes to sleep on top of me," Myranda said.

	"Do you like for her to sleep atop you?" he asked.

	"I don't mind it," she replied.

	"Then, by all means, let it continue. Sleep wherever you find room enough on the floor to do so, though I would not recommend directly below the entrance. It would lead to a rather rude awakening," he said.

	Myranda accepted the bedroll and set it up, but she was not ready for sleep yet. She sat up longer and thought. It was perhaps a few hours more, in the dead of the night, when the door quietly creaked open and Lain deactivated the traps and slipped back inside. Desmeres was too busy at his task to notice the entry. Lain sat at the table in front of Myranda. He had nothing new with him. The dragon leapt from her lap to his, eager for the novelty of her other favorite creature in the world.

	"Desmeres has shown me around," Myranda said.

	Lain shifted his gaze to her without acknowledging her words.

	"I have seen the books. The first two shelves are all about your business. Desmeres would not tell me what the third shelf's books were for," she said.

	"Desmeres knows his place," he said.

	"All I have to do is ask, you know. You have made a promise to me," she said.

	"So I have," he answered.

	"Then tell me. What is the purpose? Most of the pages do not even have names," she said.

	"I am not interested in names. I am interested in people," he said.

	"Tell me what I want to know," she demanded.

	"Those are drops of blood. I collect one from each person who owes me a favor so that I can identify them by scent," he said.

	"Owe you favors?" she asked.

	"I have helped them in some way," he said.

	"Oh? I suppose that you murdered someone for them and they have yet to pay you," Myranda said harshly.

	"Now, now. That is an oversimplification of the services that we offer," Desmeres said, drawn by the voices. "We don't merely kill people. We also dabble in espionage. To wit, I have here every dispatch that we have managed to seize from the military through our various channels since you went missing. 

	"Allow me to condense. Up until about six weeks ago, dispatches were flying in every direction with inadequate and, frankly, rather skewed descriptions of Myranda here. Separately, there have been significant efforts put into reminding the populace of the evils of malthropes. Then the messages began to taper off. By the end, the rather thin selection of messages available all seemed to agree that the primary targets of late are dead or of no more concern. 

	"That is, of course, except for one that we managed to sneak a peek at en route from Trigorah herself to General Bagu, urging that the search not be ended until a body is found. I have reason to believe that Bagu agrees. He may even have sent one of the other generals to give Trigorah a hand, although other dispatches seem to indicate a second general has been involved for some time," he said.

	"What does all of this mean for us?" Myranda asked.

	"For us it means that we will be facing the Elites as a smaller, more focused, and much more powerful group. Fortunately, thanks to Lain's less than subtle actions prior to retreating to the Belly of the Beast, the Elite proper has been reduced to a handful of men, and with the way the combat on the front lines has been heating up, I cannot foresee many new members anytime soon. The rest are just mercenaries in uniforms, comparatively no threat at all. It also means that if we disguise you a bit, we may be able transport you from one place to another without rousing too much suspicion. So long as you don't run into Trigorah herself, who knows your face," he said.

	"But Trigorah is the one person I want to meet. She is the one who can deliver me to the Alliance Army safely so that I can begin finding the other Chosen," Myranda said.

	Lain's gaze shifted sternly to Myranda.

	"Yes. She has leapt to a rather lofty conclusion about the Alliance Army seeking to help her join the Chosen together," Desmeres explained.

	"You agreed," Myranda said.

	"I agreed it was possible. I also remarked that it was not at all likely. I would guessed that their intentions for you are not quite hospitable, but there is no sense guessing about one's intentions when we can read them in their own words. From Bagu to Trigorah a few months ago: 'I cannot stress the importance of this capture enough. As long as this target remains out of our reach, the possibility of failure exists. We must have her, if possible alive. She could be an invaluable resource.' Capture, target, resource, if possible alive? These do not sound like the words of a helpful and concerned party," he said.

	"I don't care," she said.

	"If you knew more about the people who want you, you might. You need to learn just who is really after you. The five generals are the ones most interested. Regardless of what you may have seen or heard, the generals are not the sort of people that you want looking for you. I know that you think that they have the best of intentions for you and the world, but keep in mind that if not for them, this war would have come to an end, possibly peacefully, decades ago."

	"What do you mean?" she asked.

	"There are standing orders from the generals to kill anyone sent to broker a peace. There is every indication that those have been the orders since the war began," he explained.

	"So I have heard . . . wait. This war has been fought off and on for the past hundred and fifty years. How could the same five generals be at fault?" she asked.

	"They aren't human. At least, four of them aren't for certain. Trigorah is an elf, as you know, but she was the last to be made a general, well after the war began. As for the others . . . I believe that they are D'karon," he said. 

	"D'karon? The inhuman creatures? The ones that created those wretched Cloaks and . . . and the dragon thing that killed the swordsman?" she cried. "I don't believe it." 

	"I don't expect you to. I only ask that you keep your eyes open, and listen for these names. They are bad people. There is a reason that few living men and women have ever seen them, and that is because those who see them seldom live long. The first is Trigorah. You know her well enough and she is, to a degree, the least of your worries. She is the decent and honorable sort and will only do what she is ordered to do. In the same vein, she will always do what she is ordered to do, and since she takes her orders from the other generals, she is capable of anything. 

	"Next is Teht. You won't likely run into her, but you may be brought before her if you get caught. She is fairly inactive, spending nearly all of her time in research, experimentation, and training others. A powerful wizard, and surrounded by many of the same. 

	"Now, Demont. He is one you had best keep away from. He doesn't seem terribly dangerous. A rather slight and weak-looking man, but he surrounds himself with the most vicious and twisted of D'karon creatures, and they take his will as law. Beasts snap to attention more readily and obediently than soldiers around him. He likes to spend his time researching as well, but research of a different sort. Many is the story I have heard of a patrol of soldiers torn to shreds by a swarm of creatures none had ever seen before while a man matching Demont's description watches. He tests these creatures. 

	"More disturbing is the man he often brings as a partner. Epidime. Nearly all of the information I have about this fellow is contradictory. This much I am certain of: He is an intelligence officer and a very good one, specializing in interrogation. His skills in that area are the stuff of legend. Those who come before him are never the same afterward. I have spoken with one or two of his victims. They ended up telling him things they didn't even know they knew. 

	"However, all of them report to one man, Bagu. Don't be fooled by the name. He is a masterful leader and, if what is said is true, every bit the wizard and warrior to keep the others in line by fear or force," he said.

	"I can't imagine them being as evil as you make them sound," she said.

	"It depends on your perspective. Frankly, most of our countrymen should be worshiping them. I guarantee you that without them, the north would have fallen to the south fifty years ago. It is on the strength of the five generals that the Alliance Army has withstood so many years against a far larger and healthier force. From your point of view, though, they are most definitely evil. These are the men and woman who want your freedom," he said.

	"They want to help me, and the world," she said.

	"If you choose to believe that," he said with a shrug. "Just remember, these are the most important and powerful people in the north. If you meet them, consider every breath from there after a gift. People don't tend to outlive their usefulness around them."

	"Point taken," she said.

	"I sincerely doubt that. Regardless, back to the business at hand. We need to do something soon. I believe these to be the last dispatches that we will receive until we can establish some new informants. We need manpower," Desmeres said.

	"How much gold do I have?" Lain asked.

	"Most of what we have left is yours. I'd say perhaps ninety bars worth," he said.

	"That will be enough," Lain said.

	"For what?" Desmeres said, in a tone of humoring a child.

	"There is a mining company in the mountains to the northeast . . ." Lain began.

	"No. No! Absolutely not. You know I cannot go out there. If you like, I'll show you the order by the Alliance Army demanding my head! I didn't even need an informant for it. It was nailed to a tree. You expect me to go out and negotiate a purchase now?" Desmeres objected fiercely.

	"It will give us countless new opportunities," he countered, calmly.

	"I don't care what it will give us, it is a terrible idea. I simply will not do it. And don't think that you'll be able to do it either. Unless those interrogators were kind enough to return that cloak that hides your face, you won't last three words into the first round of negotiations before either your throat is slit or you are forced to slit someone else's, and it will take me months to replace that little gadget. Not that anyone would conduct a negotiation with a man he couldn't look in the eye," he said.

	"We'll send Myranda," he said.

	"No! Absolutely not! I don't want anything to do with this awful business of yours!" Myranda objected.

	"You want to send her!? We have only just gotten her back into the fold after you released her the last time! Now you propose that she be sent out, alone, with all of our money? I thought that you had mentioned best judgment as the standing order," he said.

	"We do not have very many options," Lain said.

	"That doesn't mean that we must choose the worst one! I've got a business or two left. We only need to get to one," he said.

	"If it was so simple, you would have done it," Lain said. 

	"Perhaps I was waiting for you," Desmeres offered.

	Lain looked calmly at his partner.

	"How many?" Desmeres asked, defeated.

	"Two hundred," Lain answered.

	"It's Grossmer's? Grossmer's, the suppliers of half of the iron and copper in all of the Low Lands, is what you've got your eye on?" Desmeres said in disbelief.

	Lain nodded.

	"When did they even mention the possibility of putting that place up for sale? It isn't a gold mine, but it may as well be! They've got military contracts! Guaranteed business until the end of the war! Of course, long-standing military contracts mean that some of the older administrators could have fairly firm connections on the inside. That would be useful. We might have to bargain hard to take them for only ninety and have any left for your little practice in futility," he said thoughtfully. Finally he threw his hands up. "There is simply too much that needs to be done. I shall have to come along. We will need a carriage, an impressive one. With equally impressive horses and a driver. Impressive, but not extravagant. We need to convince them we are oozing with money, but we use it wisely. It will set the tone of the day and turn the deal in our direction before we even start. We will need a disguise for Myranda in keeping with her supposed social rank. The carriage will need a hiding place for me."

	"Weren't you listening? I simply won't go!" Myranda objected again.

	"You will change your mind. As for you, Lain. Since this was your idea, I will be expecting you to gather the necessary equipment. I will finish working on Myranda's staff and draw up the paperwork. And I'll mix up some of the smoke flares to keep the oloes away from the horses while we load up the carriage," Desmeres said.

	"Meet me on the road east of here in seven days," Lain said.

	With that, he rose and headed for the door.

	"No, not again! Come back here! I haven't agreed!" Myranda called after him.

	It was no use, she threw open the door that he had shut behind him, only to see him whisper a word or two to Myn, who sat obediently and watched as he whisked up to the hatch and slipped out.

	"I'm not through with you!" Myranda called uselessly.

	"You are beginning to repeat yourself. A word of advice from a veteran in dealing with that fellow: He and no one else decides when you are through with him. I have yet to finish a conversation with him that did not interest him," Desmeres said.

	"Both of you are so selfish," she said.

	"That is a fair opinion. One I happen to agree with, in fact," he said.

	"How can you be so cocky? You take it for granted that I will help you," she said.

	"You will. You are both intelligent and helpful. It is in your nature to do what others need of you. You are already becoming aware of how businesslike I am, and it is only a matter of time before you realize how useful it will be to have performed a valuable service for us," he said, walking back to his workshop.

	"What do you mean?" she asked, following him.

	"Your life, or death, depends entirely upon the value of each to us. You are alive because you are worth more to us in that state. Were I you, and I was after Lain’s aid in this Chosen nonsense as you are, I would be spending most of my time and effort proving that I am more valuable as an ally than as a captive," he said, taking a seat at the bench and picking up the wood chisel.

	"How could I possibly do that?" she asked.

	"I don't have all of the answers, but I would say that helping us with this purchase would be a fine start. You might think about sabotaging our relationship with the Alliance Army while you are at it. That way, we would have a harder time turning you over for the reward to anyone but Trigorah. We would have to hold onto you longer, and you would have more time to convince Lain to end the war," he said.

	"Why are you telling me this?" she asked.

	"It will both plant the seeds of an idea, making it more likely for you to make the decision that benefits me most, and confuse your desire to do the opposite of what I say," he said.

	". . . I wish you were not quite so forthcoming with your explanations," she said, less than pleased with this glimpse into the disturbingly well-crafted manipulations of her host. 

	"I'd warned that my honesty would become bothersome . . ." he said, looking up distractedly. "Lain . . . he didn't bring a weapon, did he?"

	"I didn't notice. I suppose not. Why? Are you concerned for him?" she asked.

	"No, for any who may face him," he said.

	"I don't understand," she said.

	"When . . . when he holds a weapon, particularly one of mine, he is a graceful, silent, clean killer. When he is unarmed, he is something else altogether. Vicious, forceful. He reverts to something primal. I dare say he is even more deadly that way, but in a way that is unmistakably animal," Desmeres said with a shudder.

	"What do you care?" she asked.

	"If a man must die, so be it, but there is no reason to be cruel. I must finish his weapon. But first I must finish yours, and the paperwork. So much to do, and only seven days to do it," he said, turning back to his task.

	Myranda found her way back to the room with the table, where she had set up her bedroll, and retired. Try as she might, though, she could not bring herself to sleep. She was more at home on the freezing ground outside than in this place. Knowing that all that surrounded her was paid for by blood turned her stomach. She wondered how the peace of the world could be left to the whims of such twisted minds.

	 


Chapter 4

	The best Myranda could manage was a light doze, interrupted periodically by an odd sound or smell emanating from Desmeres's workshop. Myn, lying atop her as always, slept peacefully until what must have been morning. When the dragon roused, Myranda decided she may as well end this fruitless pursuit of sleep. She wandered into Desmeres's workshop.

	The half-elf, visibly weary, was admiring what he had done to the staff. He noticed her walk in and held it up proudly. Myranda took it from his hands. It felt much lighter. He had carved a good deal of the exterior down and shaped it carefully. Her fingers fit easily and comfortably around it. The color was different, streaked with darker colors that made the formerly white surface resemble the gray bark of a tree, and covering the surface were dozens of small, intricately carved symbols. She had noticed the same symbols decorating the blades and handles of nearly every other weapon in the room. Lowering its tip to the floor, she found it stood at a more appropriate height than before. His improvements were apparent, though she wondered about the reasoning for some.

	"Why the darker color?" she asked.

	"A side effect of the solutions I soaked it in to strengthen it. Natural wood at the thickness that is appropriate for your hand size would not be strong enough for my tastes. I could restore the color, if you like," he said.

	"I don't much care. What of the symbols?" she asked.

	"Runes. Lain has put them to fine use over the years, and I see no reason why you couldn't do the same. He doesn't know a word of magic, as I’ve said, so he needed something that could turn the defensive skills he does have into something effective against magic. Those runes will allow you to defend against spells tossed in your direction as though they were conventional attacks. You can deflect a fireball as easily as a thrown stone, or shatter a conjured shield spell as though it were glass, all without wasting an ounce of your own mystic strength. Of course, a stronger spell is more difficult to deflect, just as a larger stone is. Also, though I stand by my work, I cannot guarantee that the enhancements will work against all magics. It is an ever-changing area, after all," he said.

	Myranda tested the strength of the now-much thinner tool. Touching it for the first time in a day, she was struck by the clarity of mind it brought. Certainly the effect had not been so noticeable before. Seeming to notice her expression, Desmeres offered an explanation.

	"Among other things, I treated the wood so that it will aid focus in absence of a crystal. With a crystal, the effect is doubled. Useful, yes?" he said.

	The girl admired the work for a few more moments before a suspicion crept into her mind.

	"You only did this to raise the price on my head again, didn't you?" she said.

	"Heavens no. Not only that. I also needed some practice in the manufacture of mystical weapons. I almost never get the opportunity. I'm glad you thought to accuse me, though. It shows that you are developing a healthier outlook on the people around you," he said with a grin, as he searched around for some sheets of paper, some ink, and a quill.

	"Healthy? I thought the worst of you!" she said.

	"And you weren't completely wrong. You'll find that you seldom are when you think the worst of people," he said, finding some high quality parchment and ink.

	"That is a terrible thing to say!" she objected.

	"Prove me wrong," he said, dipping a quill and beginning to scribe in impressive calligraphy.

	"What are you writing?" she asked.

	"Paperwork. There is a fair amount of it involved in transferring land," he said.

	"Aren't you going to sleep?" she asked.

	"I prefer to wait until my affairs are in order," he said.

	"And Lain? Does he ever sleep?" she asked.

	"Not in the traditional sense. They call it 'the warrior's sleep,' but the two couldn't be more dissimilar," he said. 

	"You spoke of the warrior's sleep before. What is that?" she asked.

	"It is . . . well . . . let us put it in mystical terms. It is like meditation, only far, far deeper, and not merely of the mind. It focuses the thoughts, and it brings the body near to death. They have been teaching it at Entwell since the beginning. I could never get the hang of it, but they say a few minutes like that will do the work of a few hours of real sleep. Back before he had someone to cook up healing potions, that is how Lain dealt with serious injury. It is not nearly as fast as a potion or a spell, but it is measurably better than simply waiting," he explained.

	"He never sleeps normally?" she asked.

	"If you ever find him lying down, especially in a bed, you can be certain it was not his idea," Desmeres answered.

	As she watched him sculpt the official language of the paper with great care, she decided he had best be left alone. She found herself drawn to the room that contained the gold and the records. Myn's tapping claws followed her, and once inside, the little dragon leapt up onto one of the chests that was mostly coins, instinctively drawn to the gleaming treasure. She curled up and watched Myranda as she approached the second shelf. 

	The books that filled the shelf were in groups of four. All told, there were a few more than seventy such sets. She reasoned that, since Desmeres had been partnered with him for roughly seventy years, the groups must be by season and year, though if there was a written indication of exactly what year each represented, it was not in a form she recognized. It was just as well. The standard method for labeling the years these days was to measure from the day that the war had begun. By that measure, the year was 156. The thought depressed her.

	In the days to come, days that seemed painfully long with nothing to fill them, she spent much time leafing through the books. The names of the people and places, as well as the prices, were the only things not written in some bizarre language that they had certainly learned at Entwell. As a result, she found herself scanning the pages for any places or names she knew. It seldom took long. A lifetime of journeying from town to town had taken her to most of the places in the north. Apparently Lain's business had done the same. People of much renown were frequently named in the pages as well. Wealthy landowners, merchants, and people of all walks of life had either hired his blade or fallen to it. Without understanding the language, it was impossible to tell which. Much of what she saw she had heard in the form of rumors over the years. The Red Shadow. The fact that he was real, the fact that she knew him, filled her with an icy, gnawing anxiety.

	Soon it was the seventh day. Desmeres had long since finished his preparations, the last of which was the completion of some manner of sword for Lain. He refused to unveil it to her, claiming that Lain ought to be the first. He slipped out the entrance hatch, warning her that he would arrive back at the end of the day and they would have to move quickly when the time came. Until then, there was nothing to do but leaf through more books. She had worked her way backward through fifteen or so of the years, and came upon a name she had known about already. Rinthorne, the unfortunate man who had been in charge of Kenvard when the massacre occurred. 

	Dark memories filled her head at the glimpse of the name. She’d lost her home, her family, everything that day. Then something odd caught her eye. A line in the book was struck out. It was clearly written in a different hand than the rest. With a bit of effort, the words could still be read, not that it did any good. She still hadn't worked out what they meant. Something else was odd. There was no indication for whom or to whom the job was done. There was only one word that she did recognize. 

	Kenvard.

	Her mind began to stir. How? He had told her of the job he had done for Rinthorne. It happened at the same time as the massacre. How could a job have been done in Kenvard afterward? Afterward there was no Kenvard. Kenvard the nation had been absorbed, and its capital of the same name had been razed. Was that why it was crossed out? And why no names? And no price? Rather, not one that could be counted in gold bars. The word that always preceded the number was present, but what followed was only another word. Myranda cursed herself for not spending more time in the warrior's section of Entwell. Had she, she might have learned this language, and this would have been clear. 

	A nagging feeling burned at her. This was important. She couldn't explain why, but she had to know what it meant. As she further pondered, her thoughts were interrupted by the creaking of the trapdoor and the whir of blades through the air.

	"Myranda! Quickly! I am not sure how long we can keep the oloes at bay!" called Desmeres, struggling to yell over a powerful wind that whistled in the opening. 

	Myranda slipped the book into her bag and hurried to the entryway. The gold needed for the purchase had been transferred into twenty or so small crates. Though each held only four or five of the ingots, they were heavier than lead. A rope was lowered for Myranda to secure to one chest at a time, and the combined strength of Desmeres and Lain, topside, hauled each up. Myn, interested in the activity on the surface, scrambled up to them, and soon the chests were moving much faster. The little dragon had quickly determined the purpose of this little game and joined in, clamping the end of the rope in her jaws and lending her disproportionate strength to the effort. Soon, the chests were all loaded, and Myranda clutched the rope herself and was hauled out.

	On the surface, it was night. She found the ground around them covered with a thin haze that smelled strongly of burning wood. The horrid brown creatures that guarded the place were completely surrounding them, staying at the exact distance where the mist faded to nothing. Waiting for them was a four-horse carriage. It was just as he had asked: elegant, but sturdy. Not a gaudy showpiece, a well-crafted vehicle. There was a very large cargo compartment in the back that was filled fairly to bursting with their precious load. In the front was a comfortable place for the passengers to sit, and just in front of that was a sheltered place for the driver. There was no one there. 

	Desmeres approached her. He was dressed as he’d been when he left, utterly cocooned in winter clothing in an attempt to stay warm and hide his identity. Lain was not disguised at all, wearing a lighter gray cloak with a white lining and a plain tunic underneath. Hanging from his belt was the new sword, concealed in a sheath. 

	"Do I take from your presence up here that you have chosen to aid us?" Desmeres asked, opening the door of the carriage for her. 

	"Certainly I do not want to spend the rest of my life in that hole. We shall see if I aid you or not. I want to know more about it first," she said, stepping inside and dropping her bag and staff on the floor.

	"Fine, fine. I wouldn't expect you to do it without considerable instruction anyway," he said, starting to close the door.

	"Aren't you coming inside?" she asked.

	"Dawn will be here soon, and our driver is still a few hours away. Lain is the best there is, but even he couldn't drive a carriage in broad daylight without being seen. I will drive it until we meet the coachman," he said.

	"What about Myn?" she asked.

	"One of the lines in every description of you mentions that you will be in the company of the dragon. She will have to tag along with Lain," Desmeres said.

	Myranda's heart sank as Myn turned to Lain in the distance, cast a goodbye glance, and trotted off to him.

	"As for you, there is an outfit in the carriage; I suggest you change into it while you are alone," Desmeres said, closing the door.

	A moment later, the carriage lurched into motion. Myranda looked around her. In all of her life, this was the first time she had been in a covered carriage, save the rather unpleasant trip in the back of the black carriage after the cloaks attacked her. 

	The seats were cushioned with deep red velvet. Doors that were better crafted than those on her childhood home kept even the slightest draft from breaking through. Over each of the glass windows, of which there was one on each door, there was a gauze curtain to keep prying eyes out but allow light in, and a heavy drape of the same red velvet to eliminate the light. She lowered the gauze curtains and looked over the outfit. It was exquisite. Fine lace, linen, and . . . silk! She had seen women pay a fortune for any one of these pieces of clothing. When she had put on the dress and petticoats, she found them to be just precisely her size, as though they had been hand-altered to suit her. She wondered for a moment how Lain had managed such a feat, but her thoughts were interrupted by the gleaming white fur coat that would protect her against the freezing cold. 

	Fur was not at all an uncommon thing to see someone wear in the north. If one had forsaken the ubiquitous gray cloak, a rough one of fur was generally in its place. In those cases, though, it was merely a skin, perhaps not even cleaned, draped about the shoulders and tied about the waist. This was, again, tailored to suit her. She slipped it on and found it to be more than warm enough. 

	If they wanted her to go unrecognized, they had certainly chosen a fine wardrobe. Dressed in this way, Myranda didn't even feel like herself. The crumpled pile of overused clothes on the floor of the carriage more closely resembled her true self than who she might have seen in a mirror. After stuffing her former self into the bag and attempting to gather her hair into something more becoming of her wardrobe, she drew the curtain on one side of the carriage and gazed outside.

	After a few minutes, a fellow traveler passed in the opposite direction. He was an older man in a sleigh that was nearly falling apart. He wore a cloak so tattered that the hood was useless, replaced with a fur hat. He tipped it as he passed. Myranda smiled at him. It was the first time that anyone had acknowledged her as she traveled. She leaned into the soft seat and pondered why people were so willing to ignore their own, and so eager to acknowledge those who were better off. Her thoughts were interrupted when the carriage pulled to a halt just as the traveler disappeared from view. Desmeres appeared outside the window and pulled the door open.

	"Has this curtain been open all along?" he asked.

	"Yes," she said.

	"Close it. You should know better," he said.

	She obeyed and they were on their way again. It was nice to finally be able to travel in luxury, but without Myn to keep her company, she was beginning to feel loneliness creep back upon her. It was a feeling she'd not had to deal with since she'd found the little dragon, and she did not relish it. She pulled the bag from the floor and found the stylus inside. Rolling it slowly in her palm, she remembered the man who had given it to her. Fetching the torn spell page from the bag, she cursed it for not being written in his hand. She scratched the stylus along the page. A thin black line faded in swiftly behind it. It was enchanted to write without ink. In Entwell, it was nothing. Out here, it was miraculous. Smiling, she went back to admiring the simple tool. As she admired, her mind wandered to those happier times.

	#

	Meanwhile, a forest and a mountain away, Deacon sat at his table. He had found it increasingly difficult to keep his mind on his task, and self-imposed deadlines were quickly piling up. All of his life, he had kept to the schedules he made for himself. Faced with the daunting task of recording every piece of gray magic his former mentor had neglected to write down, if he hadn't forced himself to keep to a schedule, it would have consumed his life. Thanks to his diligence, he reasoned that in five short years he would have finished recording the teachings of Gilliam and would be free to begin his own contributions in earnest. 

	That was before. Now he was a full volume behind. 

	Even so, rather than writing, he was staring at the empty chair across from him. A motion drew his eye to the pen that sat in the pot of ink at the corner of his book. The pen rose shakily and touched to the paper. A slow, lazy line was drawn along one corner. With a curling flourish, the pen lifted from the paper and returned to the ink. Anxiously, Deacon watched the pen for any further movement. When it remained still, he pulled the page from the book and greedily took in the curve with his eyes. She had drawn it.

	When he gave the stylus to her, he had meant it to be useful to her, a tool that would make her path easier. It was not until later that he supposed that the spell might persist regardless of distance. The moment that the thought came to him he had rushed to the paper to see if any of the words were not his own. From that day forward, he had awoken each morning with the hope of something new. Something from her. Slowly it occurred to him the madness of it. This was a simple line. It was no different than any meaningless scribble he might have made himself. Why should this one mean so much? He tried to convince himself that it was because of her task, that he couldn't keep his mind off of her because she had a part in the prophecy. 

	It was a lie. The prophecy was the last thing he thought of when he thought of her. He didn't think of anything. When she was in his mind, there was nothing else. He tried his best to shake the thoughts away, placing the paper in a drawer. There was nothing to be done about it. It would be months before the way was open for her to return. Until then, he would simply have to keep his mind on magic. If he could not scribe, at least he could study. Standing and approaching one of his many shelves, he plucked a volume he had written years ago. He flipped to a page in the center, where there was described a spell he'd never had much use for. Distance seeing. Perhaps . . . he may just find a use soon.

	 


Chapter 5

	Back in the carriage, hours later, Desmeres pulled to the side of the road and stopped, joining Myranda inside. Sitting on the seat across from her, he peeled off several of the outer layers of his winter covering until he was left with an outfit that was every bit as finely tailored as the one she had been given. Standing, he lifted the seat he had chosen to reveal a large compartment beneath it, obviously the hiding place he had requested. From inside, he pulled a pile of papers.

	"Now, to complete your disguise," he said.

	"What is on those papers? Spells?" she asked.

	"Heavens no. I am no wizard. Any disguise spell I could manage would only attract more attention to you. No, these papers contain your new personality, by far the most important part of the disguise. That and your instructions, but those can wait. The driver will be showing up soon, and he will be your first test. We need to lay the groundwork before then," he said.

	"I don't understand," she said.

	"No need to worry. You will. You see, the most commonly used phrase in the dispatches that describe you is 'poor, nomadic girl.' Even if you manage to completely change your appearance, you would still fit that little phrase. And right now you are dressed as a noblewoman. If you do not act as one, you will draw attention even if you don't even remotely resemble a person to watch for. You need to act appropriately. As such, we will start from the bottom. Your name is Alexia Adriana Tesselor," he began.

	Myranda tilted her head as she tried to recall where she'd heard the last name before.

	"Of the West Kinsey Tesselors. It is a fact that you are endlessly proud of. Given the chance, you will mention it no later than the second sentence of any conversation, and as often afterward as possible," he said.

	Myranda nodded. The Tesselors were an exceedingly wealthy family on the west coast of the continent, so much so that they practically owned the city that they hailed from. Though they were not nobles, there was not a single leader in all of the Northern Alliance who didn't have either a marital or financial connection to the clan. Rumor had it that the king himself owed a rather sizable debt to the patriarch of the Tesselors for the cost of his coronation. 

	Desmeres handed her a piece of paper and a small bag of jewelry.

	"This is a family tree and a short description of the most prevalent members. Memorize it. Lord knows that they have. Rings and necklaces, gold, all bearing the family crest. Put them on. Now you know who you are. All that is left is to teach you how to be who you are. Listen up. I am about to give you the single most important piece of advice that you will ever receive. There are only two things that you will ever need to succeed, regardless of what you do: Confidence and experience. Of the two, confidence is paramount. No one, no one, is more confident and secure in their superiority than the extremely wealthy. You need to exude obnoxious amounts of confidence in all situations," Desmeres said.

	"Like you," Myranda said mockingly.

	"Precisely," Desmeres replied, ruining her joke. "I owe everything I have to--often unjustified--confidence. Now, rather than trying to fill in things you already know, we will do this as a test of sorts. First, what is your name?" he asked.

	"Alexia Tesselor," Myranda replied.

	"Alexia Adriana Tesselor. Adriana Tesselor is your grandmother and one of the more powerful members of your clan. You will never pass up an opportunity to flaunt your common name. Now, what is the name again?" he asked.

	"Alexia Adriana Tesselor," she said.

	"Right. Now, let us imagine that someone tries to exert some authority over you. Also, suppose that what you are doing is wrong, and they are justified in reprimanding you. What do you do?" he quizzed.

	"I don't suppose I follow their orders," Myranda said, rolling her eyes at what was obviously a wrong answer.

	"You are a Tesselor. What do you do?" he repeated.

	"I . . . bribe them," she said.

	"Better, but no. Criminals bribe. Besides, bribing acknowledges that you are at a disadvantage," he said.

	Myranda thought hard, but couldn't find the answer.

	"Threaten. Always threaten. The mere sound of your name should be enough, particularly if you repeat it, which you will. If it isn’t enough, mention any name in the family line. On the off chance you have a particularly duty-minded individual, the implied wrath of the patriarch of the family, Vander Tesselor, will stave off almost any authority figure," Desmeres instructed.

	For an hour or so, Myranda was taught how to behave in a way opposite to what her heart and upbringing told her. Conversations with underlings are short and direct, always in the form of orders. She must assume that everything, in all situations, has been done for her benefit. 

	At first, she found it impossible to decide what to say or do to appear to be this new person, but her thoughts shifted to the one person in her life who she realized she was sounding more and more like. Ayna, the wind master in Entwell. When she began answering questions as Ayna would have, everything fell into place. Her first test came when the driver tapped on the window. Desmeres slipped quietly into concealment. Myranda pulled back the curtain.

	"What is it?" she snapped irritatedly.

	"Where does madam--" he began.

	"Mistress Alexia Adriana Tesselor, not madam. You will refer to me as Mistress Tesselor. I want to be at Grossmer's mines in three days," she declared haughtily.

	The driver, somewhat bewildered by the flurry of orders, hesitated.

	"Well? Off with you!" she said curtly, dropping the curtain into place.

	"Fine work," Desmeres said quietly, once the carriage had jerked into motion. He slipped from beneath the seat.

	"Was it convincing?" she asked, somewhat proud.

	"Exceptionally so. Voice down please. You are alone in here, remember. There is much for you to learn before we get there. Three days may not be enough," he said.

	The rest of the day passed in much the same manner as the time she had spent in Entwell. Desmeres explained to her everything she might need to know about securing the ownership of the mines as quickly, easily, and cheaply as possible. She was told the prices of their ore, the success in recent years, and the likely success in the future. By sundown, her head was swimming. The carriage began to turn, signaling the approach of a town.

	"Here is money. Give it to the driver when he opens the door. Rich people never pay for anything themselves. That case on the floor has five changes of clothes. He will carry it without being asked. Stay in the best room of the best inn in town. You won't need to figure out which is which, the driver will. I will stay in the carriage--slipping out for the necessities, of course," he said, climbing into the hiding place.

	"Wait, what about the gold? Are we simply leaving it in the carriage? It will be stolen," she said.

	"Lain is out there, somewhere. If anyone so much as lays a finger on a chest, they will have to pick it up off of the ground if they want it back," he answered, slipping out of sight.

	A moment later, the door opened.

	Without a word, Myranda thrust the bag of money into the hands of the driver and put out her hand to be helped from the carriage. He did so and they entered as nice an inn as was likely to be found in the area. It was not a tavern with rooms to let, as was typically the type of place Myranda would have selected. The difference was obvious from the moment that the driver opened the door for her. Inside were attentive porters and a remarkably comfortable room, with the first real bed she'd slept in since Entwell. Properly prepared food was a pleasant luxury as well. 

	Of course, for the duration of the stay, she belittled the quality of each and every little thing. It would have been suspicious if she hadn't. Spending the night alone was worse than she remembered. Worse yet was the fact she had left her satchel from Entwell in the carriage, and had nothing to do but stare at the painted walls of the room until her departure. Once she had checked out of the inn, she was led back to the carriage and they were on their way. Desmeres slipped out of his hiding place with a stern look on his face. He was holding the book that Myranda had brought along.

	"What is this doing here?" he whispered harshly.

	"I found something inside that I wanted to ask you about. Why were you going through my bag?" she asked, somewhat annoyed.

	"I spent the night in a carriage. I needed something to do, but never mind that. This book contains very sensitive information. It was never to leave the storehouse," he said.

	"Well, I didn't know that," Myranda said.

	"You should have asked. What question have you got, anyway? It had best be an excellent one to warrant this sort of breach," he said.

	Myranda took the book and flipped to the offending page. She indicated the crossed-out line and handed the book to Desmeres. He had only just glimpsed at the line when he shut his eyes tight and slammed the book closed.

	"What? You didn't even read it," she said, taking the book away and trying to find it again.

	"I didn't write that. If I didn't, then Lain did. If he wrote it, it was because he didn't want me to know about it. If he didn't want me to know about it, I don't want to know about it," he said, pushing the book closed again.

	"If he didn't want you to know, then why would he write it down?" she asked.

	"It doesn’t matter. He knows that I respect his privacy. I would not have read it," he said.

	"Well, tell me what it says," she said.

	"If I could think of a way to do so without reading it myself, gladly. Why do you want to know so badly?" he asked.

	"It is the entry directly following the . . . massacre at Kenvard. Yet, it mentions Kenvard. How can that be? There were no survivors aside from myself and my uncle," she said.

	"I haven't a clue. All I can say is that, whatever that line says, it details a job that touched a nerve with Lain. If you want an answer, ask him, because the last thing I need is to give him a reason to distrust me," he said. 

	With the mystery of Lain's note still unsolved, Desmeres managed to bury it under two more days of instruction. By the time they had reached the crushed stone road that led to Grossmer's mines, Myranda felt she knew more about them than the old man himself did. What she understood less were the complexities of the art of haggling. She had always been able to get a decent price when she had to, but things were different on a scale as grand as this. Even as Desmeres laid out every move that she should make and every move he was likely to make in turn, Myranda became more lost. 

	Finally, Desmeres reluctantly endorsed a very different method.

	"Perhaps three days is not long enough to teach you the intricacies of the land purchase, but I assure you, in three minutes I can teach you a surefire way to get this land for a decent price, whether he wants to sell or not. I wouldn't recommend it, though, because it will only work if you have the full amount you intend to pay with on hand. Such is never the case in situations such as this, which is precisely why this method works. Here we are. 

	"Rule one, always speak directly to the owner. If the underlings try to resist, mention that it is a matter of great importance regarding the price of their land. You won't have to wait long. Rule two, refuse any hospitality. Don't even enter their office. Do all of the negotiating outside. It will take them out of their environment and make it harder to think. Make up an excuse for why, but make it clear that you always do business this way. They may be reluctant to comply, but that brings us to rule three. Keep the money, the full purchase price, close at hand. When he gives you trouble, direct him to a chest and open it. He will cave. At the sight of that much money, anyone would. 

	"Rule four, set a maximum price--in this case, seventy thousand gold pieces--and if he tries to raise, open the rest of the chests. No one pays all at once. The thought of having all of that money in his hands will push the logic right out of his head. Finally, rule five. Get him out. Get him off of his land as quickly as possible, ideally by the end of the day. A swift cut will not only leave the land totally and completely yours in the shortest amount of time, but the chaos it creates will leave all who remain searching for someone to restore order, thus firmly installing you as the one in charge," he said.

	Almost immediately, the carriage came to a stop and Desmeres slipped into the hiding place. A few moments later, the door was opened and the driver announced her.

	"Mistress Tesselor," he proclaimed.

	At the end of a crushed stone road was a mansion that would not have been out of place in the highest class sections of the north's wealthiest of towns. It was, however, quite out of place on one of only two level portions of an otherwise craggy mountainside. A stout man wearing an assortment of furs that matched one another only insomuch as they were not native to this forest hurried out to meet Myranda as she was helped down from her carriage.

	"Mistress Tesselor, what brings you to my humble establishment?" asked Luther Grossmer, owner of the mines and, for that matter, the mountain. 

	It was clear from his beet-red face that he was unaccustomed to being anything less than the most important person on the mountain, and thus unaccustomed to hurrying. 

	"What brings me here, Luther, is the fervent hope that I can put this humble establishment under less humble management. My own," she stated, Desmeres had made it clear to address him by his first name. The unbalancing effect it had on him was immediately obvious.

	"You mean to make an offer for the mines?" Grossmer said, with an eyebrow raised.

	"I mean to purchase the mines," Myranda corrected.

	"I am certainly willing to discuss the matter, if you would like to join me inside, I've some excellent wine . . ." the owner offered.

	"No need for that. We shall discuss it here or not at all," Myranda insisted.

	"Surely you would be more comfortable inside. I could--" Grossmer attempted again.

	"I am never comfortable beneath a roof I do not own, Luther. Besides, negotiations will be short," Myranda said, getting well into her character and, to her shame, rather enjoying it.

	"I would never think of denying you the hospitality of--" the hardy owner persisted.

	"Your dogged insistence to bring me indoors is beginning to lead me to believe that there is something about your place of business you do not want me to see. There are other mines, my good sir," Myranda said testily. 

	"No, no. Of course. This will be fine. In full view of the splendor of my mines. Hatchett, a table and two chairs, and the papers," Grossmer hastily ordered.

	A rather slight, snakelike man who had been standing obediently beside his master quickly marched toward the estate. As he approached the door, a second man was trudging down the side path toward what looked to be a large shed of tools. Hatchett motioned for him to come inside immediately, and the two disappeared inside the enormous estate.

	"I hadn't expected any offers. In truth, I'd only mentioned a desire to retire in passing. Do you mind telling me how you came to the decision to consider purchasing--" Grossmer attempted to ask.

	"It is none of your concern," Myranda snapped quickly. "Suffice to say that little is said in the Northern Alliance that does not reach the ears of a Tesselor."

	The two servants were already on their way back. Hatchett was carrying a few sheets of parchment, a pot of ink, and a quill. The other, through a complicated configuration, had managed to hoist a heavy oak table onto his back. Each hand held an ornamented chair, awkwardly positioned to prevent the table from sliding off. He set the chairs down and, with a bit of effort, managed to place the table right side up. It was all that Myranda could do to keep herself from lending a hand. 

	The laborer turned to go, but the as-yet completely silent assistant to Grossmer merely motioned that he should stay. The stoic worker nodded and stood to the side. He was stooped, and thus seemed a bit shorter than Hatchett. There was the air about him that, if he were to unfold himself, he would be a head and shoulders taller. His clothes looked vaguely as though they had once been used to hold potatoes. There was the hint that they might have been blue at some time in the distant past, but now they were the same color as their wearer--who, in turn, was the same color as the stone he was standing on. There was little doubt that this was a man pleased to be pressed into service in this case simply because it gave him a rare view of the sky, rather than a mine shaft.

	Grossmer's chair was maneuvered into place and groaned under his weight as he sat. Hatchett hurriedly did Myranda the same courtesy. She sat in a carefully measured way, so as to make it clear to those around her that she was trying to place as little of her body in contact with the chair as possible, and was quite displeased at the prospect of touching it at all. Pages were laid out carefully on the table before Myranda, small bits of iron ore skillfully pinning them down against the constant mountain wind. 

	"Now, in the past few years we've seen a fairly stable profit of--" Grossmer began in a practiced way.

	"Fifty thousand," Myranda stated.

	"I'm sorry?" Grossmer said, searching the pages in front of her for some hint of the figure.

	"Fifty thousand is the price," she elaborated.

	"With all due respect, mistress, fifty thousand silver is only slightly more than we make in a single year. I could not dream of letting the place go for--" Grossmer objected.

	"My good sir, the Tesselors do not deal in silver," Myranda scoffed, doing her best to make it seem as though the mere sound of the word put a terrible taste in her mouth.

	"Fifty thousand . . . gold?" Grossmer said, the word gleaming in his eye.

	"Of course," Myranda said dismissively.

	"That . . . that is a fair offer. But . . ." the proprietor struggled to say.

	"You, the strong one, fetch a chest from the back of my carriage. Any one of them will do," Myranda ordered.

	The worker glanced at Hatchett, who in turn glanced at Grossmer. A chain of nods sent him on his way. He trudged to the carriage, opened the storage area, and lifted one of the larger chests. His muscles bulged, giving him the look of a thing composed of little more than sinew and bone. His face remained stoic as ever. 

	"But, you see, the Grossmers have been the owners of this mountainside since the first mine was dug. My blood runs through these veins," he said, chuckling nervously. "A little joke, you see."

	"Very little. On the table, please," Myranda instructed.

	"Miss?" the worker said doubtfully, the words hissing from overworked lungs.

	"On. The. Table," Myranda repeated standing and stepping aside.

	The worker carefully placed the chest on the table as lightly as he could manage. The legs of the table creaked, then swiftly gave way, dumping the chest and its contents, a number of gold bars, across the gravel. The papers that were not buried beneath the gold fluttered into the air, but no one save Myranda noticed. All eyes were on the gold.

	". . . a very generous offer, yes," Grossmer said, his voice lagging a few syllables behind his mouth. "But . . . I, ah . . . my sons. The . . . the legacy." 

	Myranda sighed with irritation. "Fine. Sixty thousand. I trust with ten thousand gold pieces, even the set-in-their-ways Grossmers can find a new legacy for themselves."

	"Sold," Grossmer said automatically. "I presume that this represents the first payment."

	"It does. The carriage contains the rest," Myranda said with a yawn. "Pack your things. I want you off of my property today."

	"You brought all of . . . today!?" Grossmer sputtered, his mind at a loss for what to object to first. "I have generations of heirlooms, I have--"

	"You have a day to remove them. However, I am a reasonable woman. Whatever you cannot take with you, I shall purchase. Another ten thousand should do, I would say. That makes seventy thousand for your land, your workers, your estate. The servants you may take with you or release. Some of my own will be by shortly. Oh, and send someone to tell the workers that they may have the rest of the day off," Myranda said, grinning as she finally reached the full price.

	Grossmer objected no longer. He dismissed the worker and vanished inside. By sunset, everything he was particularly attached to was inside a caravan of carriages normally used for transporting ore. A hasty description of the day to day workings of the mine was delivered, and he was on his way. For the sake of ease, the surplus gold was removed from the chariot Myranda had arrived in and, after Desmeres had surreptitiously moved himself and his cargo into the mansion, it was taken by the Luther Grossmer and his equally corpulent wife. With that, the former owners set off, leaving the land in the hands of Myranda and the others.

	 


Chapter 6

	Myranda watched through the window of the still-remarkably furnished estate as the last of the caravan disappeared from view. When they were gone, she heaved a heavy sigh and collapsed into a stuffed chair. 

	"Not the best price we've gotten, but overall a remarkable first performance," Desmeres said, startling Myranda with his sudden appearance.

	"I sold it for the price you told me to. Besides, there is still twenty thousand gold pieces worth of ingots and such in chests in the bedroom. That should be enough for whatever you've got in mind," Myranda sneered.

	"Easy now. I'd hate for all of this role playing to spoil your normally pleasant attitude," Desmeres said, his voice not betraying a hint of sarcasm. "The kitchen is rather well-stocked. Would you care for anything?"

	"I'll get it myself . . . later," Myranda said, exhausted.

	"See that you do. Big day tomorrow," Desmeres said before disappearing. 

	Myranda sat for a time in the emptiness of the mansion. She was surrounded by room after room of overly ornamental furnishings. If she had been in higher spirits, she might have realized she was, despite the situation, realizing a dream she'd had as a child. And yet, as she sat in a massive estate, dressed in clothes that no doubt cost a fortune, all she could think of was how empty it felt. As she ate food she could scarcely have imagined as a girl, her mind turned first to Myn, then to Deacon. Her thoughts lingered on him as she drifted off to sleep. 

	When the morning came, Desmeres awakened her.

	"Enjoying the good life?" he asked.

	Myranda sighed.

	"What next? I'd like to get this whole unpleasantness behind me." She groaned.

	"Well, you will be pleased to know that I will be playing the role of lackey today, at least until we can find one of the slaves that we can trust," Desmeres said.

	"Slaves?" Myranda asked. "No. They are workers. They are paid a wage."

	"Mm. Yes. In case you hadn't noticed, we are on a mountain and the only horses belong to the owner of the mines. Any money that they make is paid back in exchange for . . . well, room and board. Rather a clever system," Desmeres explained.

	"How can you say that?" Myranda hissed.

	"I said clever, not ethical or moral." Desmeres shrugged.

	Myranda shuddered before asking, "Why can you show your face now?"

	"Because the slaves are the only ones left. I assure you, no royal proclamations mandating my death will have reached them," Desmeres explained.

	The pair bundled up and made their way to the workers' quarters. It was a small city of identical huts. Desmeres recruited a pair of the first workers he encountered to man a cart that handed out the rations for the day, and they set about handing them out.

	"What precisely is the purpose of all of this?" Myranda whispered.

	"We need to find someone to deliver 'the offer,'" Desmeres replied. "The whole reason for this purchase. We offer their freedom in exchange for a favor."

	". . . truly? You are telling me that we cannot simply offer it ourselves?" Myranda asked.

	"We can certainly try it," Desmeres said. "In fact, come with me."

	The door to one of the huts was opened. The inside was little more than a room with a simple bed against one wall. The man and woman inside jumped to their feet when the well-dressed strangers entered. The two workers gave a sullen nod of acknowledgment as Desmeres ladled a share of stew into the pot over the meager fire and placed a coarse loaf of bread beside it. A single copper coin was handed over in exchange.

	"Attention, slaves. If you desire your freedom, it will be provided in exchange for a favor and a single drop of blood," Desmeres announced.

	Confusion came to the faces of the slaves.

	"That . . . that won't be necessary. The ration is plenty. Paying us for these two days without work is generosity enough," said the man.

	"He . . . he's offered you your freedom," Myranda said, momentarily breaking out of character.

	"Yes, and a kind offer it is. But the ration is more than enough," the woman replied nervously.

	"And if I force you do accept your freedom?" Myranda asked.

	"No, please! You are the new owner, are you not? Miss, er, Mistress Tesselor, yes? Please, we will work. We will work gladly. We do not even require the ration for the day!" the woman blurted.

	"Yes," agreed the man. "Yes, we did not work for it, we do not deserve it."

	Myranda tried twice more to coax them into taking their freedom, but all she succeeded in doing was prompting more vigorous assertions of loyalty. The next three huts resulted in much the same reaction, to varying degrees.

	"I . . . I don't understand. They live in squalor. They have no freedom. They barely have enough to survive. Why wouldn't they leap at the chance for freedom--at any price?" Myranda asked quietly.

	"Because of where the freedom is coming from. The owners, old or new, would never offer it. To the slaves, this is a test. You are baiting them, trying to goad them into saying something that will let you make an example of them. They wouldn't have trusted their former master. They certainly won't trust a strange new one," Desmeres explained.

	"Then how will we find one that will help us?" Myranda asked.

	"We don't. We find one who doesn't care. We will know him when we find him," Desmeres replied.

	Hut after hut of downtrodden workers attempted to quickly and enthusiastically assure their new master of their happiness and dedication. Finally, they came to a door that did not open immediately. Desmeres raised an eyebrow. This, it appeared, was a good sign.

	"Open your door at once!" he barked.

	There was a tap of footsteps, and finally the door opened. There was the flash of recognition in the stooping figure's eyes.

	"Oh. It is you," he muttered, trudging back to his bed.

	"You are the one who carried the chest of gold for me," Myranda recalled.

	"And you are the one who made me smash a table with it. Come to dock my wages? Help yourself. Fat lot of difference it makes," the bitter man quipped.

	Desmeres smiled. When the food and bread were ladled out, Desmeres had the other workers leave the hut, closing the door behind them.

	"And what is this about? Punishment? If you are looking for someone to whip me, Hallern, the fellow two doors down, will be darn willing to lend a hand. Certainly hope you don't intend to use this fop. Let him do the whipping and I'm liable to forget he's even doing it," the man grumbled.

	"What is your name, slave?" Desmeres asked.

	"Slave, is it? Are we using the proper term now? I suppose you'll be wanting the coppers back then," he replied.

	"Name!" he ordered.

	"Udo," he said.

	"Udo, are you happy here?" Desmeres asked.

	"Happy as I can be," he remarked, in a tone that made it abundantly clear how he truly felt.

	"Would you like to get out?" Desmeres asked.

	"Why? You offering?" he asked, assuming a mock enthusiasm. "Golly, yes, master. I truly would love to escape. Thank you so much for asking."

	"Right. Have a look around, Udo. How many guards to do you see? How many other owners? How many folks besides slaves like yourself?" Desmeres asked.

	"None," Udo said.

	"And what does that mean to you?" Desmeres prodded.

	"It means either you are stupid or you are poor," Udo said.

	"If you know there are no guards to stop you, why don't you just run away?"

	"Getting hunted down by whatever bloodthirsty bounty hunters you're bound to hire for running out on that little pit of debt the fellow before you put us in doesn't strike me as an improvement."

	"My employer here owns the debts now."

	"Well she'd be the one doing the hiring then. Look, as much as I enjoy the conversation, I assume you'll be wanting me to work tomorrow, and if it is the same to you, I'd like some rest."

	"Right, then. He's the one. Udo is it?" Desmeres decided.

	Carefully leafing through a stack of pages he'd been carrying in a bag, he selected one.

	"Udo, can you read?" he asked.

	"Not as such," he said.

	"Can you recognize your name?" Desmeres continued.

	"Yeah," he replied.

	"There, on that page, is your name. It says you owe seven silver coins," Desmeres explained.

	"Lovely. I'll have it for you in a few years, assuming I don't need to eat or sleep till then," he sneered.

	Desmeres tore the page up.

	"What . . . what's that about?" Udo asked.

	"You no longer have a debt. You have nothing to tie you here," he said.

	"There's . . . there's other papers like that, yeah? This is a trick, yeah?" Udo said, emotion showing for the first time in his voice.

	"Not that you'd believe me, but no, that is the only record of your debt," Desmeres explained. "Listen, my employer here is, well, not the generous sort, but the sort who has more unique tastes in labor. A lifetime of servitude is all well and good, but a single, legitimate favor at just the right time, that's something else. Never far from a friend, understand?" 

	"Oh, I understand, she's off her head," Udo said, glancing at her. "No offense. A nice sort of off her head."

	"As though I honestly cared what you think," Myranda quipped quickly, not certain that she was supposed to leave character yet.

	"The wealthy use the word eccentric," Desmeres corrected. "Regardless. What it boils down to is this. We will be leaving within the week. At the end of that time we expect to hear from every last one of you. There will be no work until then. Your options are simple. Come to us and agree to do my employer here a single favor, with a drop of blood in lieu of a signature on a contract, and you shall have your choice of either a share of this mine to continue your life here, or enough gold to start your life elsewhere."

	With that, Desmeres opened the door and led Myranda out.

	"You can do the rest of the rationing alone, workers. The mistress has grown weary of the tour," Desmeres instructed.

	Myranda and Desmeres marched off toward the manor. When the others had returned to the task, she turned to him.

	"Now what?" she asked.

	"Now we wait. It doesn't usually take more than three days," Desmeres said.

	"Just like that? He'll convince the rest?" she asked.

	"Just like that," he replied.

	The next few days were the very definition of tedium. Aside from a delivery of supplies and a supply caravan that had to be turned away due to the lack of recent work, the time was utterly filled with Desmeres tracing out two hundred names on the pages of a book. On the fourth day, there was a knock on the door. Desmeres answered it.

	"I think . . . I think we've all decided," Udo said uncertainly.

	Outside there were barely a dozen other slaves, likely the only others that shared Udo's apathy about life in general. Desmeres found their names, pricked their fingers, and rattled off a well-practiced speech.

	"There will come a time when you will hear a voice, but not see a face. The voice will remind you of this day, the day when you were given your freedom in exchange for a favor. On that day, whether it comes today or in a generation, you will repay the debt if it is within your power. You will make your sons and daughters aware of the debt, and instruct them to do the same, for when you pass on, the debt passes to them. Understood?" Desmeres said.

	This would invariably result in a wide-eyed nod. Those who wished to stay were given a slip of paper entitling them to a portion of the mine. Those wishing to leave were given a handful of coins. Gold coins. Then each was given the paper signifying their debt. In roughly the time it took for a pair of tired people to sprint to the huts, a second small group came to collect. The groups grew and compounded in size and enthusiasm as the promise of freedom and the spark of greed overcame their better judgment. 

	Strangely, a handful of the freed slaves lingered just outside the door, faces white as ghosts, dutifully putting to rest anything that seemed to be the beginnings of a riot. Before the sun had set on that fourth day, all of the slaves were accounted for. As night descended, the distant sounds of celebration took the place of the silence and howling of winds that had marked each night before.

	"Why were those slaves keeping the peace of their own accord?" Myranda asked, still mystified by how smoothly the mad enterprise had gone.

	"Lain called for the debt to be repaid immediately," Desmeres explained.

	"But . . . how? I didn't see him," Myranda asked.

	"He's an assassin. If he doesn't want to be seen, he won't be. And when you hear a ghost whisper an order in your ear and inform you that your life debt needs to be repaid, you tend to find yourself more eager to please than to find out what the penalty for failure is," he said.

	A few days passed and, now working for themselves, a fair amount of the workers returned to the mines. Desmeres traced out a few official-looking documents that would ward off the authorities who might doubt the highly dubious story the freed men and women would tell. Myranda was left mainly with boredom and the soul-searing images of suffering she'd seen in her brief time among the enslaved to pass the time. She tried to imagine Lain in a similar situation, with the added stigma of being hated by his fellow slaves. With this piece to the puzzle, a large part of who he was fell into place.

	 


Chapter 7

	It was not until a full week had passed that the monotony was broken.

	"We need to move--now!" Desmeres said, bursting into the dining room.

	"What? Why?" Myranda asked, but Desmeres only rushed out the door.

	The sun was just dropping below the horizon as Myranda rushed to the wagon her friend had run to. Desmeres had unhooked two of the horses, and one of them was saddled and ready.

	"We have problems. An old friend of mine is about to pay us a visit," he said.

	"Who?" she asked.

	"Arden. He calls himself a bounty hunter, but headhunter is more appropriate. That tends to be the only part he brings back. He is one of those 'other agents' I told you about, the ones who want you as badly as we do and are not so picky about the state you are in when they receive you. What is worse, he has an escort. Soldiers. That means he is sanctioned by the military and will have all of the authority he needs to search this whole place. We cannot let him see you. More importantly, we cannot let them see me, because even if I wasn't on the 'kill on sight' list, he would put a knife in my back," he said, trying to fit a saddle onto the second.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"I have a contact at his place of business that feeds me the higher profile jobs he gets. If they are worth it, I put Lain on the trail and claim the reward out from under him. He knows I’m behind it. I cannot allow him to get his revenge on the verge of my greatest success," he said.

	"Why would he come here?" she asked.

	"How should I know? The man is a fool. He can barely form a sentence. He gets all of his information by finding someone he suspects knows something and clubbing them until they tell him. Probably the blasted supply wagons we turned away. I knew I should have delayed this whole madness until directly following a filled order," he answered, struggling with an uncooperative buckle. "The escort has got me worried. They think they are going to find someone important here. But who? Not that it matters--the fact is, if we don't get out of here now, they are going to find quite a few very important . . ."

	Desmeres's eyes were locked on a faint gray dust cloud being kicked up by what must have been a half-dozen horses as they approached along the road. The only road.

	"No. Damn it! We are in the mountains, no cover for miles! If we run now, they will certainly follow, and there is no way we will outrun chargers on draft horses. We have no options. Myranda, I hope you have learned your role well, because when they come here, you are going to have to be very convincing," he said, rushing to the house.

	"But . . ." she said.

	"No buts! Confidence and arrogance. I will be in the basement . . . no, they will look there first . . . the pantry. Do not let them look in the pantry. Good luck, for both of our sakes. If you fail, Lain will have quite a job ahead of him," Desmeres called before slipping inside.

	Myranda readied herself and entered the house. She had managed to fool everyone thus far. Besides, this Arden fellow was a fool. There was no cause for concern. She simply had to prepare for any questions that they might have. There were no house servants. That would need to be explained. The slaves were at rest. That would surely draw curiosity. So long as she had the answers, this would be simple. 

	At least, that is what Myranda repeated in her head until the very moment that a harsh knock at the door came. She rushed to the door, but stopped. No. Alexia would never open the door herself. She hurried instead to the chair at the head of the table in the dining room. A second knock came, more insistent than the last. She ignored it. A third came, shaking the door on its hinges.

	"I am not to be disturbed!" she shouted in a scolding tone. 

	"Official Alliance Army business," barked a voice.

	"I am not taking visitors today," she dismissed.

	"You! Open this door!" came an order.

	"I most certainly will--" Myranda began to object.

	It would appear that the order was not directed at her, as a massive blow forced the door open. A huge, heavily-armored man stepped aside to reveal the man who had issued the command. He was not familiar, but his armor was. He was Elite, and thus one of the few people who might know her on sight. She wondered for a moment whether this was a good thing or a bad. He could take her to Trigorah and help her to begin her task in earnest, or he could identify her for Arden to behead. For now, she would play the character--at least until she was sure she would be safe. 

	As he stepped inside, Myranda pushed any fear she had aside and sprang to her feet.

	"How dare you? With whom do you suppose you are dealing?" Myranda raged.

	The Elite drew his sword and directed it at her. Myranda stopped short of the blade and conjured what she hoped was convincing look of anger and disbelief.

	"You! You draw your weapon before me? Alexia Adrianna Tesselor?" she fumed.

	The Elite's expression changed from one of anger to one of regret as he quickly sheathed his weapon.

	"A thousand pardons, Madam--" he began.

	"Mistress!" she corrected.

	"Mistress Tesselor. I--" he began again.

	"There is no use trying to explain yourself. There can be no excuse for what you have done. And an Elite, no less. If you are the best that our army can offer, then I weep for the future. Your sorry hide cheapens my uncle's superbly crafted armor. Leave this place," Myranda commanded.

	"I can't, mistress. I am under orders from General Teloran herself. I am to--" he stated hurriedly, unsuccessfully attempting to avoid interruption.

	"Trigorah? My dear boy, I know Trigorah, and she knows better than to do something as foolish as this," Myranda said, suddenly getting a thought. "Is she about?"

	"No, mistress, she--" he half answered.

	"Then do not speak to me of her orders. Do you actually expect me to take your word for truth? Show me a writ! Show me a signed and sealed order for you to force yourself upon my recently purchased dwelling and physically accost me!" she screamed with mounting anger.

	The Elite scurried off like a struck hound, grumbling an order to the brute who had forced the door to close it. Myranda took a deep breath. Her heart was racing. She briefly marveled at the fact that a simple name was all that was needed to give her the power to intimidate an Elite, a man who was treated as a god normally. 

	She turned back to the door when a commotion was heard outside. The Elite was having a very spirited discussion with a man who was somehow even larger and stronger-looking than the one standing at attention just outside the doorway. He carried a thin-handled black halberd with a large bluish crystal set in the blade. The weapon didn't suit him. It was elegant, while everything else about him seemed to bring new meaning to the word barbaric. The armor he wore was, to say the least, excessive. There was an incomplete and rather ill-fitting suit of plate mail layered atop a rancid-looking leather under-fitting. As he moved, a chain mail shirt against his skin revealed that he was at least as foolish as he was war-minded. He turned to the house and began to storm toward her. This had to be Arden. Myranda prepared herself to deliver another tirade. The powerful man pushed inside.

	"I've already told your idiot partner that I will not allow so much as a question without a writ," Myranda said.

	The man reached into his bag and pulled out a scroll of high quality paper sealed with the official crest of the king pressed into wax. Myranda reluctantly took the paper and broke the seal. Unrolling it revealed line after line of very official language detailing all that the holder of the document was permitted to do. Disturbingly high on the list of permissions was the right to kill any person or persons who prevented the execution of duty. She placed the scroll back into the ham-sized hand extended before her. It was crumpled and stuffed unceremoniously back into the bag. 

	She made the mistake of looking him in the face. It would not have been out of place on a bear. Facial hair had grown wild into a matted beard with a fair accumulation of his last meal in it. His eyebrows were dense, bushy things, connected in the middle. Peering out from beneath them were a pair of undersized, enraged eyes.

	"Very well. I suppose I can spare a moment or two," Myranda said, in as unconcerned a manner as she could muster.

	"So, you're one o' those Tesselors. What're you doin' here?" he asked in a gruff voice. 

	Somehow he seemed to radiate hatred with his gaze. It was a heroic fight to keep from trembling.

	"I am the new owner of this establishment," she said.

	"What do you want with a bunch a mines for?" he asked.

	"I 'want with a bunch a mines' because my uncle, the fellow who puts that armor on those soldiers' backs, grew weary of paying hand over fist for ore he could just as easily have for free," she said mockingly.

	"No one out there is working. Slaves're supposed ta work," he said.

	"As should be clear from the deplorable state of this house, the previous owner was terrible at managing this place. I am currently attempting to decide whether or not I will need to replace all of the workers. Until I decide they are capable, I do not want to risk one of those idiots collapsing a shaft or some such," she said.

	His weak-minded manner of speech made her feel a bit safer. If his brain was as muddled as his mouth would make it seem, there was little chance he would see through her disguise. Any comfort she had taken, though, was lost when he started poking at her shoulder. He used only two fingers, but the offending digits combined were thicker than her wrist.

	"You use big words. All o' you rich people use real big words. You tryin' ta make me feel dumb?" he accused.

	Myranda swallowed hard. She couldn't help but feel she was digging her own grave, but with nothing left but the shovel she used, she had no recourse to continue digging.

	"How dare you touch me? I am a Tesselor!" she declared. She hoped that she was the only one to notice the tremor in her voice.

	She wasn't. Slowly, a look of clarity came to his eyes. It seemed even more out of place than the elegant weapon.

	"You are familiar. In the fear--I can see it. But who?" he said. There was an unusual smoothness and an unmistakable intellect behind his words.

	"I have told you, I am Alexia A--" she began, forcing the fear aside.

	"Yes, yes, so I've heard. You play the part well, but it is most assuredly not so. Blast, if I could only remember. I was looking in the wrong place. Need to check again. It was something with an 'M'," he said, almost dismissively, as though he was lost in thought. He tapped the end of the halberd on the ground.

	A different kind of fear coursed through her now. The fear of discovery. This man, as far as he knew, was advancing very threateningly on a completely innocent person. If he realized that she was wanted, there would be no escaping him. Myranda's heart fluttered in her throat as she pushed forward with the act.

	"What are you doing here!? I feel I have answered my share of questions and it is high time you answered some of mine," she said.

	The clarity and intellect dropped away.

	"What am I doin' here? I was sent here by Gen'ral Teloran. She said I was ta see what was goin' on here. Said that when places like this get sold quick, some fella named Desmee-res or somethin' is behind it. Said he would be tough ta beat, might have a tough bodyguard," he said.

	He walked to the door. For a moment, Myranda thought he might be leaving. Instead, he closed the damaged door and propped a chair against it to keep it shut. The burning in the pit of her stomach flared unbearably. Whatever he had in mind, he didn't want the other soldiers to see.

	"Well, as you can plainly see, there is no person by that name here, nor is there a bodyguard," she said.

	"Oh, I see that. No bodyguard. And here you are, just like all o' the other rich people. Lookin' down yer nose. Usin' yer big words. And no one ta fight yer fight for you," he said, approaching her menacingly.

	"I don't know what you are thinking, but you can just stop now. I am a Tesselor. Do you have any idea what I can do to you? What I can have done to you?" she threatened in as convincing a way as possible, backing away until she reached the wall. 

	"They won't do nothin' 'til you say, and you won't be sayin' nothin'," he said, pressing the pole of the halberd to her throat. "You won't be sayin' nothin'."

	Myranda managed a gasp before her air was cut off. She struggled and squirmed. Her mind raced as she fought helplessly against the weapon. Behind her, just on the other side of the wall, was Desmeres. She didn't know him very well, but what she did know of him suggested that he would probably stay hidden rather than offer aid. This was up to her. She tried to pull the tattered and panicked remains of her mind together. She'd learned magic, hadn't she? It hadn't been just a dream, was it? Her staff was on the table. In the state her mind was in, there wouldn't be much she could do without it. 

	Just as the gulp of air was almost spent, Myranda managed to cast a spell of fire on the handle of the halberd where the monstrous man gripped it. Her mind was in a frenzy as she tried to channel her desperation into the spell. There was a hideous sizzle and a horrifying smell, but barely any reaction from Arden. Slowly a smile came to his face.

	"Magic? Ha! Pain? Ha! Magic is nothing. Pain I can ignore. Goodbye," he said, pushing the pole harder.

	The world began to fade. She released the spell. The black metal of the halberd was beginning to burn her neck, and she needed what little of her mind was left to stay conscious. Her vision darkened. Struggling was becoming more difficult. Distantly, she heard a shuffle of feet. Desmeres had finally decided to take action. He rushed behind the hulking man, brandishing a rather meager-looking dagger. With a neat thrust he struck at Arden's back. 

	A lesser blade would have plinked uselessly off of the thick plate armor, but this was one of Desmeres's masterpieces. The narrow, sturdy point pierced the plate, the leather, the mail, and easily an inch of flesh before its momentum gave out. This surely crossed the threshold of pain to be ignored and injury to be acknowledged. Sure enough, Arden released the halberd with one hand and, with speed and power that even out of this behemoth seemed surprising, knocked Myranda's would-be rescuer hurtling across the room and into a wall. The brief decrease in pressure against her throat allowed Myranda a second gasp and a few more moments of life.

	She renewed her struggles and searched her mind for something else that might ward off her attacker. Nothing was forthcoming, and it was not long before she sensed the world slipping away from her again. In a last, desperate effort, she tried to pry his fingers away from the weapon. As soon as her left hand touched his right, he pulled quickly back. Myranda drew in a long, pained breath. She scrambled away, or tried to, but the same absurd speed that he had displayed before reappeared. In the blink of an eye, his expression turned from shock to anger and she felt his hand latch onto her shoulder. His grip was like a vice. She fell to one knee and cried out. In the distance, almost immediately, she heard the shatter of glass and rising wind.

	A flash of red and gold streaked across the room and collided with the monstrous man. He was staggered by the clash, and suddenly he could be heard grunting in anger. Myranda crawled to the table and clutched her staff. Jumping to her feet, she turned. Myn was there, her jaws clamped down on Arden's leg. The teeth couldn't pierce through the armor, but the pressure was more than enough to cause pain that would cripple a normal man. This brute seemed unaffected, merely frustrated by the sprightly creature's heroic effort to both evade his attacks and throw off his balance. Finally, the bounty hunter caught the little dragon by the neck.

	"You put her down!" Myranda ordered. 

	She held her staff at the ready, and her mind equally so. Arden threw the dragon with all of his unnatural might. The little creature might have been injured, had she not struck the recently recovered Desmeres first. The impact sent them both flying backward and into a cabinet filled with expensive plates. Myranda's anger flared. There was no point in keeping up the charade now. He would kill her regardless. She summoned to mind a spell, a quick burst of wind. It would bring this man quickly to the ground. Once he was down, she would have more options, provided she could keep him there.

	Myranda knew that she was far from an experienced spell-caster, and this situation called for the one thing she had yet to manage--speed. If this spell was to do her any good at all, she would have to put all she had into it to ensure it would have the strength it needed in the time she had. There were two things she failed to factor in as she poured her mind like a waterfall into the task. The first was the fact that she was terrified, angry, and desperate. She had not yet learned the discipline to keep these emotions from fueling the spell. Second, the staff she held had been altered by Desmeres. 

	The result was, to say the least, sufficient. The wind tore through the room with the scream of a banshee, pulling in windows and tearing open doors. When it struck Arden, he was not merely knocked down, he was launched. His massive body soared across the room and shattered the chair propping the door closed, as well as the door itself. The exit was not a clean one, as the tumbling body struck and splintered the door frame. Arden spiraled through the night air and rolled to a stop fifty paces from the doorway.

	Myranda was trembling from the exertion and the emotion of what had just transpired. She normally would be helplessly spent after the monumental spell she cast, but still she stood--winded and dizzied, but steady. Slowly, cautiously, she walked through the doorway. Myn limped quickly after her. Desmeres followed on his hands and knees. For a long moment, all was still. The night itself seemed to hold its breath. 

	Impossibly, Arden stirred. First, he rolled to his knees, then stumbled to his feet. He stooped to retrieve the halberd that landed nearby. Myranda held still, waiting for what was next. With the weapon in hand, he stood and turned to her. One arm hung horribly twisted. Calmly, almost serenely, he popped it back into place with a wet snap audible even from the doorway where Myranda stood. Once he was recovered, Arden's face shifted quickly into a grimace of fury and hatred.

	"Kill them! Kill them all! I order you to kill these traitors!" he howled.

	The Elites! She had forgotten that he'd had an escort. Myranda's eyes darted all about. No men charged her. None even stood. Here and there, amid a splash of crimson, lay a lifeless soldier. Myranda was both horrified and relieved by the sight. Lain had not been idle while Arden had been inside. He'd eliminated the entirety of the escort. When the bounty hunter realized that no help would come, the unnervingly serene expression came to his face once again. His eyes took on the clear, keen, intellectual look they had shown earlier.

	"Yes, yes. Things are moving, aren't they? The coming months will be quite interesting indeed. I am afraid I must withdraw for the time being. One of you has got a nasty sting that I was ill prepared for. Not to worry--the general will be by shortly to collect," he said, turning to walk away.

	"Oh no she won't!" Desmeres called out, suddenly finding the strength to stand. He 'rushed' at the warrior, though his hobbling gait was anything but swift.

	Lain's silent appearance was considerably more threatening, Desmeres's bravery intended only to conceal it. He swept silently across the courtyard toward Arden, seemingly from nowhere, as the savage wind continued to tear across the plain. Arden did not see him, he couldn't have, but still he raised the halberd. The gem mounted in the blade darkened, almost seeming to invite the black of night inside. He swung the weapon in a wide arc. The gem left a dark scar across the air in front of him. Quickly, the streak of black rippled like a wave through the courtyard, growing wider and thicker as it moved. By the time it reached Lain, it was like a wall. 

	Lain stopped short and held his sword defensively. The runes scribed on the blade burned like embers and a narrow slice of the black wave dispersed away, though not quite enough for Lain to escape unscathed. Myn, knowing that her teeth and claws would have no effect on this, dove behind Myranda for protection. The young sorceress tried to throw up a hasty shield spell and brandished the staff as she had seen Lain do. The black splashed against the pale, half-cast shield, easily shattering it. Her staff deflected a bit more, leaving only a wisp of black that licked across her leg.

	The sensation was entirely new to her--and agonizing. Everywhere the black touched felt cold and numb, unwilling to support her weight. Deeper, beyond her body and into her soul, came a searing pain, like the black was eating away at her very spirit. Unlike a normal wound that could be pushed aside, this pain seemed to seize her mind and would not let go. It was blinding. 

	Slowly the affliction released her, though the numbness did not. Myranda opened her eyes to find that she had fallen to the ground. Myn, who had escaped the black wave, was on top of her, lavishing the affection upon her that she had been unable to show since the young girl had had to become a Tesselor. When the tide of black subsided, Arden was gone. Lain, seemingly unaffected by the onslaught, moved quickly inside the mansion. Desmeres had ducked inside earlier and similarly was unharmed. He and Myn helped Myranda inside. They huddled into the sitting room, the first room that had a door to lock, and tried to recover.

	 


Chapter 8

	"Well, Arden has picked up some new tricks," Desmeres said, brushing himself off as the intensity of the last few moments eased. "I didn't think him capable of casting a spell. It must be the new weapon. Where in the world did he find a weapon that can do an active mystical attack? I haven't even found a way to do that!" Desmeres spoke as lightly as though he were simply making conversation, turning to Myranda. "Good work with your spell, by the way. I wouldn't have thought you'd have it in you."

	"Your weapons need work," said Lain.

	Now that they were away from prying eyes, it was clear to see that while it had seemed he had escaped injury, such was not the case. One of his hands was curled like a dead spider and was shaking involuntarily. The fact that he was sitting betrayed something wrong with his legs as well. Desmeres launched into a defense of his weapon treatments, offering various excuses for the incomplete protection from the spell, though eventually admitting he would have to continue research in those areas. Myranda was about to offer Lain help when she realized that she had yet to deal with her own impairment, and was not sure how to do so. She set her mind to this. As she did, Lain closed his eyes. His breathing slowed, indeed, nearly stopped. Very slowly the shaking subsided and his fingers uncurled. By the time Myranda had managed to restore feeling to her own leg, Lain had recovered fully, and his breathing was beginning to return to normal.

	"We haven't much time to lick our wounds, I am afraid," Desmeres said, looking nervously out the window. "Whatever managed to spirit Arden away so quickly could certainly--"

	There was a knock at the sitting room door. Instantly, Lain slipped out the back door; Desmeres followed, whispering a quick recommendation that she answer it and call for help if it was trouble. Myn was coaxed from the room. Myranda picked up her staff and unsteadily approached the door. At this point, she didn't know what to expect on the other side. Holding the crystal at eye level and readying a spell in her mind, she pulled the door open. It was Udo.

	"Mistress Tesselor, what happened here! There are dead soldiers all over, the entrance is a shambles," Udo said.

	"Udo," she said with relief. "Are you alone?"

	"Yes," he said.

	"Come in. Please," she said.

	He did so, and she closed the door behind him.

	"Udo. I . . . I have to go," she said.

	"That much I might have guessed, Mistress Tesselor," he replied.

	"There was . . . I don't . . . it was the Red Shadow," she said, formulating a likely tale in her head.

	"The Red Shadow, Mistress?" he said, stunned.

	"Yes, he . . . he came to kill me. The Elites had followed and fought valiantly, eventually fending him off at the expense of their lives," she said, hoping that keeping it short and simple would keep it believable.

	"I didn't think he would come someplace like this," he said.

	"Where a Tesselor can be found, that monster is quite likely to follow. I must leave--now, before he returns. Do you suppose that you can handle this place by yourself?" she said.

	"Well, I don't know, I--" he answered.

	"I know you can. Take care of these people, and yourself. Now go," she said.

	It was by far the worst she'd done thus far at maintaining an image of wealthy superiority, but in the state she was in, it was quite the best she could manage. When he had left with more questions than answers, Desmeres, Myn, and Lain returned.

	"Clever use of Lain's alias, but points off for affection and concern. At any rate, we need to be as far from here as possible before sunrise," Desmeres said.

	"But where will we go?" she asked.

	"I might have a safe house near here that is still standing. It is our best hope," he said.

	"But--it is Trigorah that is coming! Perhaps you could reason with her. She might be able to get you your money. Then I could join her and--" Myranda said.

	"Out of the question. That woman is going to be seeing red when she arrives, most of which has been spilled from the veins of her Elites. She will be utterly unreasonable. No, I am afraid that you will have to come with us," he said, matter-of-factly, though in essence this was a threat of kidnapping.

	If Myranda had any more energy, she might have argued, but after the clash all she wanted was to get as far from this place as possible. She grabbed the simple cloth bag she'd brought with her, changed back into the filthy but less conspicuous clothes within, found a few horses, and was off. Myn and Lain chose to run. They had made a brief attempt to locate the horses that the soldiers had ridden in on, but the battle had caused them to run off, so they reluctantly chose the only other ones available. Thanks to the fact that the horses were draft horses, bred for strength rather than speed, the pair on foot was quite able to keep pace. 

	They traveled east. Thoughts rushed through Myranda's mind as she trailed Desmeres's horse. A strong wind stirred the loose snow around them as they traveled, yet in the distance, both ahead and behind, all seemed still. Why did it seem to follow them? The Elites. Had Lain not killed them, they would assuredly have killed her. After all, they were with Arden, and were willing to allow him to do the same. She had convinced herself that the Elites, at the very least, knew of her role in the discovery of the other Chosen and would help her. Now it would seem that Trigorah alone knew. 

	Myranda wondered . . . did she really? Or was all of this a delusion and the Army wanted her for another reason entirely? Indeed, did she even matter? She had done nothing of value in discovering the others since she helped conjure the other Chosen One, and that had been Lain's doing, not hers. Was it a coincidence?

	#

	Little did Myranda know she was not the only one concerned with her place in the world. In a tiny darkened room, in the depths of a trance, Deacon struggled over the same dilemma. He was staring longingly into the motionless heart of a crystal in the palm of his hand. Many days ago, he had delved through his writings and refreshed his memory on every aspect of the spell called Distance Seeing. Much to his despair, this spell was as hindered by the confounding influence of the mountain as most others. 

	Regardless of the monumental effort he'd put into catching even a glimpse of Myranda, he found it impossible to locate her. He spoke at length with anyone and everyone who might know more than he, and the only piece of information that was even remotely helpful came from the mouth of the Elder herself. If he wished to see someone through the impenetrable veil of the mountain, the target would have to make itself visible, like a beacon in the night.

	The problem with this solution was that there was no way for Myranda to know that he was trying to find her. The only way that he would be able to see her would be if she were to execute some powerful spell at the very moment that he was searching. From his point of view, this left only one option. He must look for her at all times, dedicating a small part of his mind to probing the outside world. 

	This slowed his work immensely. Days passed with no benefit, but he remained vigilant. Finally, he was rewarded. A twinge at the back of his mind alerted him that there was something to see. He plunged his mind entirely to the task of seeking it out. Slowly, a flickering image formed. At first he thought he had made a mistake. The woman he saw was dressed in a manner he had only heard of. Elegant--even extravagant--clothes. It was not until the image reached its peak of clarity that he was certain that it was Myranda he saw. She was pinned to a wall, her life in danger. 

	As she faded, so did the image. He watched anxiously as she recovered and struck back, and finally was struck by a strange magic he had never before witnessed. The image faded with Myranda on the ground, joined by Myn and a man he did not recognize. When it did not return, he released the spell.

	He had hoped that seeing her again would ease his troubled mind, but to see her in peril and not know if she had escaped only increased the burning. The few apprentices who studied the prophecy were not convinced that Myranda's purpose was as she thought. Opinions were split down the middle as to whether she was more or less important than she supposed, and few agreed upon the degree. 

	Deacon sat in the darkness and thought. He could not live like this. There had to be a solution. As always, he turned to his books. There he would find something. There was always something. He scanned page after page of volume after volume, stopping only when the sun appeared to the east. An unrested mind did no good.

	#

	With the sky lightening, the group could not afford to travel any further. In order to improve their odds of escaping detection, they had let the horses free and continued on foot for the last few hours of night. They now found themselves at the center of a treeless plain. There was no point in the plain that could not be seen from one of the many nearby roads. The best cover that they could manage was a low point between two gentle hills. As long as no patrols passed on the western road, they had a chance to remain unseen. There would be no dinner that night. At least, not for Myranda. They couldn't risk a fire, and she couldn't eat meat raw as Myn and Lain did. 

	The day was spent lying on the cold, snowy ground, trying her best to sleep. She was left once again with the inadequate robe from Entwell, now without even the stolen blanket for warmth, which, combined with the wind that had yet to relent, made sleep all but impossible. Again, this seemed to be a problem only for her. Lain, as usual, did without sleep entirely, as did Desmeres. Myn took up her usual spot and dropped off to sleep instantly. Myranda gave up the fight for sleep and, much to Myn's dismay, joined Desmeres, who was crouched watching the horizon. He seemed to be smiling, an odd reaction given the circumstances.

	"What could you possibly be happy about?" she asked.

	"There is something on the way that may lend us a hand," he said.

	"A friend? I didn't think you had any," she said.

	"I said something, not someone," he said.

	Myranda glanced about. She couldn't see anything helpful, but she did see something ominous. It was something in the color of the sky, and in the increasing sting of the wind.

	"A blizzard is coming," she said nervously.

	"Exactly. We will be safe in a blizzard," he said.

	"Safe!" she exclaimed, stifling a cry of disbelief. "We are in the middle of a plain, no shelter in sight! How will we be safe?"

	"Safe from detection. It would take a lunatic, a fanatic, or an idiot to try to hunt us down in a blizzard. We might even be able to move across a road without being seen," he said.

	Myranda thought of lecturing him on the dangers that staying still would entail, let alone traveling, but she knew that her words would fall on deaf ears. She decided to focus on her own survival instead. She pulled to mind a handful of spells that might do something to warm her when the blizzard appeared. 

	It was not long before the storm began, suddenly and intensely. There was a whipping wind and a wall of snow. Against all logic, the group began to move on. The violent wind, as though it had a devilish mind of its own, blew directly in their faces, slowing their already snail-like pace. Lain's face, or what she could see of it through the snow, seemed to have a minor look of concern. It was barely noticeable, but no emotion left much of a mark on him since he had abandoned the Leo act for his stoic self.

	"Keep an eye behind us!" Lain ordered through the piercing wail of the wind.

	"Why? There is nothing there but snow. The same as in front of us and on all other sides!" Myranda replied irritably. She stabbed her staff half of its length into the snow and used it as leverage to take another step.

	Despite the meager precautions she had taken against it, the cold had robbed her of most of the feeling in her face and limbs. As a lifelong resident of the north, she knew the difference between annoying cold and dangerous cold. The storm had crossed the line. A few minutes more and the cold would do damage. A few minutes after that and the damage would be permanent. Images flashed in her mind of the foolhardy hunters she had known, and the incomplete hands that served as a reminder of just how foolhardy they had been. 

	Periodically, she would cast a spell she had pieced together from Solomon's teachings to warm her enough to continue for a few more minutes of travel. Myn would puff a few breaths of flame for much the same effect. Desmeres made do with a sip from a flask he carried, and Lain . . . Lain simply made do. 

	The fresh blanket of snow was already getting thick. It was impossible to tell in just what direction they were heading. Every way they looked returned the same white maelstrom. Even the veritable sixth sense for direction that Myranda had picked up from her life of travel in the sunless north seemed to desert her. Their only hope to stay heading in the correct direction was to keep going straight into the wind. That meant trudging through drifts rather than walking around them. Before long, every step was an effort. 

	"How far to the safe house?" she cried out to Desmeres, trying to resist the urge to gulp the freezing air with her mouth. One pure breath of air this cold would ruin her lungs.

	"I think that it is a small distance down the road at the end of this plain. If we were still on horseback, we might have reached it in half a day! Now . . ." He trailed off. Even his impenetrable confidence seemed to be wavering.

	"Now we are going to die out here!" she yelled.

	"Now, now, we are not going to die!" he called back. The tone of his voice made it seem as though he was trying to convince himself. He was rummaging for something in the pockets of his jacket.

	"She will not die, because my orders are to take her alive," came a voice from behind them.

	There behind them was General Teloran. She stood tall, with the ageless grace and unmarred beauty shared by all elves, dressed in her full Elite armor. Only the helmet was missing, torn away by Myn in a prior encounter and not replaced. The wind, coming from in front of them, had carried no trace of her scent. The snow and wind had concealed her approach. 

	A thousand questions flooded the minds of the group. Whether it was fanaticism, lunacy, or idiocy that motivated her, Trigorah had followed. The faintly glowing gems set in the blade of her sword flickered, signifying that some sorcery had provided the means. For a moment, only the whistling of the wind could be heard as all present stood anxiously waiting. The next sound was the hiss of Lain's sword as he drew it free. He knew not to wait for threats, for bargaining, for trickery. The pair simply clashed.

	Swordplay between two greater masters was a sight seldom seen, and it moved at a speed difficult to imagine. Weapons were a blur as they pushed each other's skills to the limit. Slowly, obscured by the wind, snow, and sheer speed of the combat, the gems on the sword seemed to be gaining in radiance. 

	"Keep moving! She is here for you!" Desmeres ordered as he pulled his dagger from its sheath with one hand while he continued to rummage in his pocket with the other.

	"But we can end this now!" Myranda cried. "There doesn't have to be any more fighting!"

	Desmeres ignored her and cautiously approached the battle. He stayed a few steps away, as though he was waiting for something. Then there was a flash. The mystic energies that had been building in Trigorah’s sword were released in a bolt. Lain expertly maneuvered his sword to block the attack, but the white-blue bolt seemed to shatter on contact with the enchanted blade. Shards of light scattered in all directions. A fair amount struck Lain, searing the white clothes he wore black. Only a slight tremor in his limbs and a cringe on his face betrayed the savage pain that was tearing though his body. He took a step back as Trigorah took a hand from the blade and put it behind her back. Desmeres quickly took Lain's place. His small dagger seemed no match for the sword, but Trigorah readied her weapon as though an entire army faced her.

	"Desmeres. I thought you were more intelligent than this. To be seen with that beast. He is an enemy of the state. Even if there was not a standing order for your death, I should kill you for associating with him," she said.

	"You can try," he said, pulling out a small vial from his pocket. At the sight of it, she backed away several steps.

	"She is ours. It is treason to interfere with the actions of the Alliance Army. Do not think that you can bargain your way out of this," she warned, raising her weapon from a defensive position to an offensive one.

	"Oh, the bargaining is already done. The price is set. I am simply awaiting payment. By now you should know our policy. If you send a messenger with a knife in its hand and no gold, we send it back with a knife in its back and no prisoner," he said, breaking the top off of the vial with the dagger. "And I don't see any gold."

	The contents of the vial fizzed viciously. Whatever it was that he threatened her with, it had evil-smelling fumes that fought through even the powerful wind to fairly scald the noses of friend and foe alike. In one smooth motion, Trigorah's other hand came back into view. In the palm was one of the crystals that had nearly killed them last time.

	"I've got more men nearby. All I care about is my mission, and my mission is the girl. I don't care if you, the dragon, or the malthrope die. I may even get killed in the blast. So long as the girl survives, my men will find her," Trigorah said.

	"Fine then. Let us just see whose toys are more lethal, the Army's or mine," he said.

	Slowly he raised the vial. Slowly she raised her crystal. Slowly Lain backed away. When Myranda saw the assassin replace his sword and begin to retreat, she knew that unless something drastic was done to stop them, these two fanatical elves would destroy each other. Without thinking, Myranda rushed between them. She turned to Desmeres to beg him to stop and instantly found an arm across her chest and a blade held offensively to her side.

	"What are you doing!?" Desmeres said.

	Lain drew his weapon again.

	"I am sorry, but this is something I must do!" Myranda said as Trigorah began to pull her away.

	Lain leapt forward, ready to strike Trigorah down and reclaim Myranda. In less than the space of a heartbeat, Myranda's head filled with a hundred conflicted thoughts. Finally, in a move based more on instinct than reason, Myranda cast the very same spell she had used to repel Arden the day before. The wind doubled in force and reversed on itself. Thankfully, it was nothing compared to the previous blast, but it was enough to knock Lain out of the air. Trigorah managed to make it a few more steps into the snow, enough to hide those who had moments before protected Myranda, dragging her new prize along. A reddish form fought its way through the swirling wall of white. Myranda prayed that Lain had not made a second leap, for while she may have had the strength to repel him once or twice more, she was not sure she had the heart. Instead, it was something far worse. Myn was following her. There was anger, fear, and confusion in the beast's eyes.

	"Myn, no!" Myranda said, tears welling in her eyes and stinging her cheeks with the crackle of ice.

	Myranda tried to gently cast the beast away, but the charm that hung at her neck left her unaffected.

	"Please, Myn! Stay with Lain. I am sorry. I will come and find you again, I swear, but please, let me go now," Myranda pleaded with the creature. She could see Trigorah's hand tightening around her sword's grip. If the little dragon drew much closer, the weapon would not remain still.

	The dragon stood, trembling from a mixture of cold and anguish. Everything inside the beast told it to follow, to save the one human she cared about, but that one human told her to stay. If it was what Myranda wanted, then it would be done. The noble creature stood and watched as her protector in her earliest days slipped away through the snow. When Myranda was gone from sight, and the faint sounds of crunching hooves through snow had disappeared, she turned longingly to Lain, who now stood by her. He did not follow either. Instead, he looked on with uncertainty in his eyes.

	"Do not follow," said Desmeres as he made his way to them. "Trigorah knows me well. She'll know that if she doesn't pay, we will come to get her. If she does her job, she will know where to find us."

	Looking to the vial, Desmeres tossed it into the snow. It landed out of sight, but brilliant flashes of red and blue managed to color the snow for nearly a minute as the contents of the container took effect.

	"That was the antipode vial. I'd never tested it before. I intended it to invert the temperature of whatever it touches. Interesting. It apparently continues to do so until the mana is spent. Back and forth between freezing and burning. Can you imagine how effective that would have been on a living target?" he said, though Lain had continued in the direction of the safe house, the dragon in tow. Desmeres stood for a moment, considering the possibilities before following.

	 


Chapter 9

	Myranda was thrown onto the back of a horse and was being whisked along in moments. She and her "captor" cast nervous glances behind them, even as four other Elites appeared out of the rushing snow to join them. In minutes, they reached the road where Myranda and the others had left their horses a day earlier. As they continued along the road, an ominous form she knew all too well emerged from the wall of white. A black carriage. Trigorah leapt from the horse's back and threw open the doors. Before Myranda could step in, the general turned to her.

	"Staff!" she demanded.

	Myranda gave it to her. It was quickly thrown into the dark interior. Myranda took a step to follow it.

	"No!" Trigorah quickly reprimanded. "Up front with me."

	She opened the door and shoved Myranda inside. A soldier who had been standing guard by the door had already climbed onto the horse she had ridden. Trigorah stepped up on the running board of the carriage and turned to her men.

	"Listen! We do not stop moving until we are inside the fort! Speed will not be enough to protect us if that beast chooses to follow! If there is even the hint of his appearance, we face him together! The carriage will continue without us! Do not face him alone! He has taken too many of your brothers-in-arms! If that blade of his touches you, it will already be stained with my blood, that much I can assure you!" she dictated before ducking inside.

	Once inside, she continued to issue orders.

	"Turn around and put your arms behind your back!" she demanded.

	Myranda obeyed. Her wrists were quickly and securely bound.

	"Now face me!" she ordered.

	Myranda turned and a collar of sorts was snapped into place around her neck. It bore a jewel much like the one that was fitted to the end of her staff. As soon as it touched her skin, she felt an odd sensation. It was faintly painful, as though someone was pressing on a half-healed bruise. She turned her mind to healing the pain, only to feel it increase to a sharp, piercing burn that did not subside until she broke concentration.

	"What is this?" Myranda asked.

	"A precaution. Unless you enjoy agony, I would advise against using any sort of magic," she said.

	The carriage lurched to a speed far faster than the designers had intended. It rocked and bounced so violently, Myranda felt certain it would flip over. As she tried to remain in her seat in the passenger cabin, a space clearly intended for one, she could feel the gaze of her captor. Trigorah's eyes were locked on Myranda, almost burning with intensity. The sound of rushing wind, pounding hooves, and creaking wood filled the cabin, but still there seemed to be a painful silence that only a voice could break. After all, Myranda had dreaded this woman, running in fear from her and her subordinates. Now, only a short time after deciding that she could be an ally, she sat beside her. Myranda spoke.

	"It was kind of you to allow me to ride here with you. I have spent time in the rear of a carriage like this before. It was--" Myranda began.

	"Do not mistake caution for kindness. You have escaped from me too often to be left unsupervised," she said.

	Immediately the silence seemed to push the tumult of wind and hoof back outside. Myranda spoke again.

	"I know why you wanted to find me. I want to help you," Myranda assured.

	"I wanted to find you because I was ordered to," she answered. "You can save your pleading and groveling for my superiors--if you make it that far."

	"Surely they told you why they wanted me. Surely you asked," Myranda said.

	Trigorah sat silently.

	"You must have questions," said the girl.

	"Many, but it is not my place to ask questions. I am not the interrogator. You will meet him again soon enough. After being assaulted by you, I am sure he will be pleased to meet you again," she said.

	"Again . . . Arden? Arden is the interrogator?" Myranda asked.

	The general was again silent. She reached out and snatched away the bag that Myranda had dropped when she entered. After pulling the dagger out and eying it briefly, she placed it back inside and scowled.

	"You do not have the sword," she fumed.

	"No, I haven't had it since Lain first captured me," Myranda explained.

	"Lain . . ." she hissed. It was the first she'd heard of her target's name.

	Trigorah's scowl somehow turned even more serious. Myranda could tell by her look that she was contemplating how best to attain the sword.

	"The only way to get the sword and stop them from following is to--" Myranda began.

	"Pay them. I know," Trigorah interrupted.

	The general turned the idea over in her mind again and again. To pay was to fail, to admit that she could not do as she was ordered. And yet, the price had been so high already. The best of her men and the better part of a year had been spent in pursuit of this girl and the blasted sword she'd taken. Perhaps the time had come.

	"It must be done," she said.

	"Excellent. Once you pay Desmeres, we can attempt to convince Lain to--" Myranda planned enthusiastically.

	"Quiet! Your future depends entirely upon what the other generals decide. I will deal with Lain when the time comes," she snapped.

	There was a defensive tone to her last comment. Myranda had quickly learned how much General Teloran valued duty. After spending so much time attempting to apprehend Lain, it must have become an obsession.

	"How long have you been after Lain?" Myranda asked.

	Again, silence was the only answer--a silence that would not be broken for hours. The carriage stopped only once, only long enough to change horses. The cabin was hardly a luxurious one, built to keep those outside out, and those inside in. As a result, there was barely a slit for a window. Myranda tried to turn her mind from the hunger that had been steadily gnawing away at her. Periodically, she would glance at the general. 

	The elf sat stoically, her eyes always locked on Myranda, as though at any moment the girl would mount an escape. Her armor, though no doubt exquisite when it was first made, showed the wear of decades of use. Here and there, Myranda recognized a shiny gash in a plate as one left by Myn. Trigorah adjusted a sagging plate on her arm, only to have it fall away again. The belt that held it had been torn through, as had whatever clothing she wore beneath it. Myranda wondered how long ago it had happened, and if she was responsible. Between the tattered edges of leather and cloth, bare skin could be seen, as well as something else. Something that caught Myranda's eye. There was a gold armband. It was not cloth, but a cuff of gold that was clamped onto her arm in much the same way that the collar was affixed to Myranda's neck. 

	The sight of it stirred something in her mind. There was something someone had said. Beware those who wear gold . . . The look of recollection must have shown on her face, for Trigorah broke the long silence.

	"What is it?" she said--a demand, not a question.

	"Nothing, just . . . something an old man said once," she said.

	Myranda decided it was best to remain silent for now. A combination of exhaustion and weakness from hunger allowed her to drift off, despite the uncomfortable bonds and violent motion of the carriage. It wasn't quite sleep, but it was better than nothing. Consciousness wavered in and out until she was jarred out of the doze by the abrupt end to her journey. 

	"Close your eyes," Trigorah ordered.

	"Why?" Myranda asked.

	The door was flung open and the light stung viciously at Myranda's darkness-adjusted eyes. Trigorah stepped out and a pair of the attending Elites pulled Myranda into the painfully bright light outside. She wavered briefly, forgetting that her hands were bound when she tried to catch herself on the edge of the carriage. Trigorah caught her and steadied her.

	"Take a deep breath. This may be the last time you feel fresh air in your lungs," she warned.

	Myranda's eyes adjusted and she took in her surroundings. She was in a courtyard kept meticulously free from snow, surrounded by a low, sturdy wall. Filling the courtyard was row after row of soldiers. They bore general-issue armor that seemed crude in comparison to that worn by the Elites. Not a face could be seen, each hidden behind a visor or mask. At the center was a square stone building that seemed a bit small to warrant such defenses. She was being led inside. The doors were pulled open by the two guards stationed beside them.

	Inside was pure darkness; not the merest flicker of light could be seen. Eyes that had only just adjusted to the light were faced with the task of penetrating the darkness again. A faint glow that Myranda soon found to originate in the gem of her collar was the first thing she was able to see. The pale blue light did little more than transform the darkness into a collection of ill-defined shapes.

	"Close your eyes," Trigorah ordered.

	Myranda swiftly obeyed. There came the familiar hiss and sizzle of a torch being lit. Carefully, the girl opened her eyes. The dancing yellow light revealed a scene she wished had remained hidden. The whole of the interior was a single large room with only the occasional pillar. The walls were lined with bars, divided into dozens of different cells, all empty. They approached an arched doorway that led to a set of stairs leading downward. 

	The stairs led down only one floor. The next staircase was at the far end of the floor. In this way, it was impossible to move quickly up or down. Each floor had to be traversed in its entirety to reach the next. As she was escorted downward in just this fashion, descending further and further into the ground, some of the cells began to show occupants. She glimpsed at the people locked away. With each new floor, she found herself feeling that she had seen these faces before. Some seemed to show a look of recognition themselves. A few showed something far stronger than recognition. In the short time that the torch illuminated their faces, these individuals shifted from shock to anger and hatred. She left at least one person on each floor screaming for her blood. With their cries echoing in her ears, she shut her eyes tight and allowed herself to be led onward. Finally, she came to a floor that brought no new cries. She opened her eyes.

	It must have been the bottom floor, deep below the surface. While this place was as large as the other floors, there were no cells. In fact, it was practically empty. All that could be seen was a pair of chairs, a pile of chains, a table, and the interrogator. It was he, Arden. From the looks of it, he hadn't changed from the ravaged armor he had been wearing when they'd last met. His halberd was in the corner of the room, far outside the sphere of light cast by the torch, but betrayed by a glow identical to the one from her collar. The look of clarity and intellect that had appeared fleetingly during their last encounter was now a permanent fixture on his face. Myranda's arrival added a look of pleased amusement to the collection of out of place expressions.

	"Finally managed to bring her in, have you? Splendid. And the sword?" he asked.

	"They were not carrying it. In the interest of timely and secure retrieval, I believe the best course of action is to pay the ransom," Trigorah recommended.

	"Well, of course it is. Had we gotten the payment to them before one of the other squads had shown up and spoiled things, we would have been saved a considerable amount of time," he said.

	"And lives," she added.

	"Lives are cheap, time is precious," Arden said without a hint of humor. "Now, when I have spent some of that precious commodity with our first prize, you and I shall look into the acquisition of our second. Go, and leave the bag, and if that staff is hers, leave that, too. The brute work is aside; this is a time for skill."

	General Teloran slammed the door upon leaving. Only Arden and Myranda remained in the room. He flashed a rather incomplete smile at her.

	"Have a seat," he said. "Relax."

	Myranda sat.

	"I am afraid that I may not be able to relax with you around. Not since you tried to kill me," she said.

	"I do apologize for that. Couldn't quite place the face. It is a good thing your former captors wrestled me off of you. My colleagues would have been quite perturbed if I had killed you before I had determined your usefulness. Now, to that end," he said, snatching up her bag before sitting across from her and leaning forward. "Let us have a look at you."

	Oddly, he closed his eyes as he said this. After a few moments, he nodded thoughtfully.

	"Respectably skilled wizard. Mainly elemental with a fair dose of the healer's art and a smattering of the esoteric. Not anything special, but . . . respectable," he said. He began to remove objects from the bag and place them on the table.

	"Who told you that?" she asked.

	"No one. I can see it. I can smell it, I can even taste it. You've got a good, dense aura about you, and the spirits seem to like you. They pay particular attention to you. With some experience, you could be a force to be reckoned with, as your little display at the mines would indicate. I'll have to see about getting you a better collar," he said.

	"Listen, never mind all of that! You can untie me, and there is no need for this collar. I know what you want, and I want to help you," Myranda said.

	"Do you now?" he asked, raising an eyebrow and putting down the dagger from her bag. "This should be quite interesting. Tell me, what is it that we want?"

	"You want to find the Chosen! This war is destroying the world and you know that the Chosen are beginning to appear to bring it to an end. You want to find them and assemble them so that all of the fighting can come to an end," she said.

	"That is . . . one interpretation of our cause. Now, why do I want you, I wonder?" he asked.

	"Because I have a part in this, in the prophecy!" she said.

	"You are Chosen?" he asked, eyebrows raised once again.

	"No, but I can find them," she said.

	"The Chosen will find each other," he corrected.

	"No, the prophecy is changing, I have heard the spirits speak of it with my own ears," she said.

	"You don't hear spirits with your ears," he said.

	"They were speaking through a prophet," she said.

	"All of the prophets north of the battlefront are in the employ of the Alliance Army. You couldn't have been listening to a prophet--and even if you had, we would have heard it as well," he retorted, finally losing interest in her and returning to his rummaging through her bag. 

	"Well, he wasn't . . . Listen, why are we arguing? We want the same thing!" she urged.

	He ignored her plea, placing bandages and vials on the table one after the other, shaking his head in amused wonder at the labels as he read each one. 

	"Such flawed little mechanisms you are," he mused quietly.

	"Untie me and I will show you! I have the Mark, the Mark of the Chosen, on my left palm," she said.

	"Oh, yes, I am keenly aware of that little fact. The hands stay tied," he said. He had come to the book she had taken from Lain's shelves.

	"Doesn't that prove something? Doesn't that prove I have some higher purpose?" she asked urgently.

	"Perhaps. That is yet to be determined," he answered distantly.

	"Can you read any of that?" Myranda asked, suddenly hopeful that at least one answer might be discovered.

	"Yes. All of it. It will be quite immediately useful to me, I think," he said.

	"There is a page, just past the middle of the book, that has a single line crossed out. Find it! Tell me what it says!" she demanded.

	"Though I am not in the habit of doing favors for my prisoners, I don't think I will need to flip to the page to tell you what it says," he said.

	"What do you mean?" she asked.

	"It will say, 'Pay us the full price and you may keep her. The sword will be given to the courier upon payment. You can deliver the gold to the following location.' Directions follow, would you care to hear them?" he asked.

	"Why would it say that?" she asked, confused.

	"That is what every other page says," he said, holding the book up to her nose.

	Both pages that she could see, and apparently all of those that she couldn't, bore the message he had read on an otherwise blank page, written in plain Northern, in Desmeres's hand. He must have taken the book she had stolen and swapped it for this one.

	"I am curious, but that will not last long, I assure you. All will be determined in a moment," he said, standing and stepping behind her.

	"What are you doing?" she asked.

	"I am about to begin interrogating," he stated.

	"But why? I will tell you anything you want to know!" she said.

	"I don't know everything I want to know from you yet," he replied.

	"Then I will tell you everything I know!" she said.

	"You don't know everything you know," he stated.

	Myranda's confusion briefly surpassed her fear, and it showed on her face.

	"There is a plethora of information you have that you would just push aside as something I don't need to know, not to mention the facts that you know both halves of but you've never been bright enough to piece together. I shall have all of them by the time we are through. Since you are so eager to cooperate, all I ask is that you do not resist," he said, sitting before her again.

	Myranda closed her eyes. She repeated to herself in her mind the reasons that she trusted the Alliance Army, the reasons they needed her, and the reasons she needed them. The short list of assumptions that had led her into their hands had been quite compelling and convincing when she'd first composed it. In the past few hours she had come to find it severely lacking. This monster of a man, a man in the employ of the Alliance, had made a disturbingly effective attempt on her life when they'd last met, and now she was to willingly submit herself to an interrogation at his hands! All based on an optimistic assumption! She was resigned that certainly this had been a mistake, but there was no going back now. Desperately she scoured her mind for some thought to calm herself. As she felt the hulking man's fingers touch lightly to her temples, she finally settled upon something Desmeres had said. Things could be worse. That Epidime fiend he spoke of could be the one interrogating her.

	As she thought, a peculiar, somewhat familiar, and terrible sensation was beginning to stir in her mind. It was a subtle pressure that she’d often felt when her mind was at its bleakest. She could not describe it, but somehow she knew that this was far stronger than she had ever felt before. The source seemed to be the fingers at her temples. They were not moving at all, and yet she could feel them digging deeper and deeper. It felt as though they were pressing in not on her skin, but her mind. She began to repeat her mantra more intently. 

	At least it isn't Epidime. At least it isn't Epidime. 

	The sensation grew. 

	At least it isn't Epidime. 

	Where had she felt this before? 

	At least it isn't Epidime. 

	Slowly she realized that there was not one voice chanting in her mind, but two . . . two of her own.

	Like a flash of lighting, the burning fear of realization swept through her. The other voice, she'd been haunted by her own voice in her mind before. That was the sensation, the feeling she recognized. It was an intruder in her own mind. Why? How? Her racing mind was further muddled by the second voice. Before long, she couldn't tell her own thoughts from those of this intruder. Finally, she silenced them all. She did her best to do the mental equivalent of closing her eyes and covering her ears. Silence . . . Stillness . . . 

	At least it isn't Epidime. 

	The thought was not hers.

	"You!" she cried, eyes opened. "You are Epidime! You were the one who hounded me every time I was stretched to the limit, whenever my spirit nearly gave out! You were the one who tried to push me to the edge."

	She shook his hands away and tried to stand. He grasped her shoulder, wrenched it painfully, and forced her to the seat again. She made a desperate attempt to cast a spell, only to be instantly and painfully reminded of the restraint on her neck. With his free hand, her mysterious captor summoned the halberd to him. Once within his grip, the gem mounted in its blade shone brightly. Immediately, the sensation in her mind intensified. It was almost too much to bear. She shut her eyes tightly again and turned the full power of her mind to the task of keeping the intruder out. 

	The restraint about her neck flared again. She pulled back, gathering her strength deeper within her mind. The burning at her neck decreased, but still tore at her. She retreated farther and farther into her own mind, hiding from this foreign presence. Myranda found that if she pulled all of her strength deep, she could avoid the effect of the collar and still keep the dark, infiltrating force at bay. It was a monumental effort, every bit as taxing as any of the trials she’d faced in Entwell. 

	Time passed, though how much was impossible to say. Her mind screamed for relief. As she felt her efforts waver, she began to think to herself in an attempt to keep her mind sharp. 

	This was a mistake. I should have known better, she thought, feeling a sudden intense impulse to open her eyes. A brief attempt nearly led her to lose focus. Keep your eyes shut, Myranda, keep your mind focused. What was I thinking? The Army has brought me nothing but trouble for my entire life. Why did I think I could trust them? Was my assumption that they would help me even my own? Did he somehow force me into this leap of faith? But he agreed when I said that he wanted the Chosen so that the war could be brought to an end. Maybe there is still hope. Perhaps this is a test of my loyalty. Perhaps I should give in; I have nothing to hide . . . No! 

	Remember what Desmeres said. Epidime is not to be trusted under any circumstance. He might be one of them, those creatures, like the cloaks that attacked me. But, then, Desmeres has lied to me before . . . or has he? No! He was always honest. He wouldn't have warned me about Epidime unless he knew that meeting him could cost me my life. 

	I must resist. 

	Is he weakening? No, no, just keep him out. 

	Don't stop until he does, Myranda, don't take a chance . . . Why do I think he is bad? Desmeres said to watch out for him, but did he say he was bad? No. This man may be reasonable. After all, he could have killed us all if he is as strong as he seems. And he did let me go on his own. He could have easily strangled me to death, but he let go. I wish I could see what is going on. That feeling . . . he has tried this so many times from afar. Trying to warn me. Why didn't I listen? Now I resist. 

	I should just let him into my mind. That would bring this torture to an end. I want to see what is going on. He is an intelligence officer in the Alliance Army. He has been one since the start of the war. He knows what happened to my father. 

	I must see what is going on. 

	There is no reason to keep my eyes closed.

	Her thoughts weaved more and more deceptively as her eyes ventured open. Instinctively, she braced for a dizzying rush of pressure that would shatter her concentration and end the struggle. None came. The room was dark. Blue light pulsed dimly from her collar and the halberd, illuminating the table beside them. There were the potions, the bandages, the book, the dagger, and a gold glove. The glove . . . had it been in the bag? She searched through her memory and received a very strong yes as a response. Furthermore, something inside of her urged that she put it on. She reached for it . . . when had her hands been freed? 

	The thought dropped away unanswered. 

	She stopped suddenly when she realized that Epidime was staring, albeit through half-lidded eyes, directly at her. Surely he would stop her. She questioned why she had even wanted the glove in the first place, and when Epidime had moved from behind her to in front. The answers that came were numerous. She ventured her hand out again but stopped. This wasn't right. She had to stop this fiend from trying to invade her mind. A notion forced its way to the front of her mind. 

	The halberd.

	Yes! she thought. He uses it like I use my staff. If I can get it away from him, he won't be nearly as powerful. I may even be able to use it against him!

	She reached out, slowly. As she did, his grip on the weapon visibly loosened. A feeling of alarm in the back of her mind was brushed forcefully aside. Her hand, trembling in a combination of exertion and fear, was nearly upon the weapon when her fingers snapped shut around it of their own will. Her arm quickly pulled the halberd away from Epidime's grip while the gem within it surged powerfully. 

	Myranda tried to drop the halberd, but her hand would not obey. The gold glove she had felt the inexplicable need to put on rose into the air. Now there was no doubt that Epidime had been the source of her confusion. He was much more in control than she was now. Out of desperation, she searched her mind for anything that might chase him from it. Her thoughts were swiftly and forcefully torn away as soon as they arose. She could feel the dark influence of Epidime's will slipping past her defenses into the deepest reaches of her thoughts. 

	Finally, she pulled together all of the will she had left and forced it to the surface.

	There was a brief, unnerving surge inward as she removed her defenses, but immediately after came what she was hoping for. Agonizing pain. By forcing her magic back to the surface, she incurred the collar's effect. She cried out aloud and in her mind, and from deep within her, a second voice cried out as well. She felt the intruder's grip loosen just a bit, but it was enough. She forced him from her mind. Before her, she saw the eyes of Epidime brighten back to life. She threw his halberd away and redoubled her defenses. The pressure of his invasion was gone, though; in its place was a loud grumble halfway between pain and anger.

	"Well, that was a new one. Teloran! Get in here!" he cried.

	Myranda hesitantly opened her eyes. He was standing, pacing angrily with his halberd in hand. The door swung open and Trigorah entered.

	"Take her to a cell, I have had enough of her for today!" he ordered.

	"Have you managed to learn anything?" she asked, gripping the wavering girl by her upper arm and hoisting her to her feet.

	"TAKE HER TO A CELL!" he repeated viciously as he rubbed his neck. "AND HAVE SOMEONE CHANGE THE CRYSTAL IN THAT COLLAR!"

	Myranda was led up the stairs, where she was joined by a pair of torch-wielding Elites. She was suddenly acutely aware of just how much effort she had put into her defense when she found that getting her legs to cooperate was just a bit past her mind's ability. She was left with little recourse but to go where they were taking her.

	 


Chapter 10

	The Elites fairly carried the ailing girl to the nearest cell, one floor up. After being dumped inside, the door slammed shut behind her and the jingle of keys followed by the click of a lock could be heard. After sufficient time to gather the strength to do so, Myranda raised her head to look around. The cell was sparse, to say the least. A pile of shredded cloth in the corner was likely intended to serve as a bed. The only piece of furniture was a chair, though by the looks of the ankle and wrist shackles attached, it was intended more for restraint than comfort. 

	She tried to stand, stumbling against the bars in the process. The motion was accompanied by a jingle around her neck. She felt at it to find that a chain ran down from either end of the collar she wore and connected to a crystal larger than her fist. Just as before, it hurt when it touched her, only now she could feel it leeching her strength away. 

	There was, at least, one benefit to the larger crystal. It provided more light. Without it, she would have been in almost complete darkness.

	She collapsed backward onto the chair, finding that standing was not worth the effort at the moment. A moment later, her eyes came to rest on something that most definitely was worth the effort. A bowl. A full bowl. She leapt with a strength she didn't know she had at the food. When she reached it, she found that food was a rather generous word for the contents of the bowl. It was a substance that would have brought dishonor to the word gruel. More correctly, it seemed as though someone had mopped up a kitchen spill with a loaf of bread and wrung it out into a bowl. Of course, neither this, nor the possibility that the stuff was poisoned, was enough to keep Myranda from gulping it down without so much as a spoon. 

	The sound of boots clicking upon stone only just penetrated her hunger-crazed mind as she finished draining the bowl. When she was satisfied that she had swallowed every last drop of the horrid stuff, she looked up to see who had chosen to witness the spectacle. Standing before her was Trigorah. 

	The general looked down at the girl, forcing her to realize she was still huddled in the corner where she had found the bowl. With great effort Myranda stood, attempting to salvage what little dignity that she might have left.

	"Come to gloat?" Myranda asked. 

	"I don't gloat. Particularly at a victory that is not mine. You have been asleep for ten hours. Epidime was beginning to fear you might die rather than wake," she said.

	"He was worried I might die?" she said. "I would think he would have preferred it."

	"Another perhaps, but not you. Seldom does he encounter a subject that offers a challenge," Trigorah said.

	"I am a challenge, am I?" Myranda asked.

	"You resisted him for more than six hours. You forced him out in a way that no one had before. For this you have earned his interest," Trigorah informed.

	"Well, I am honored," Myranda said defiantly.

	"Don't be. It only means that he will continue to try. Harder and harder. And when he does find his way in, I doubt he will take the time to leave your mind as he found it. He might not leave any of it at all. Frankly, you will be lucky if you've enough wits about you to remember to keep breathing when he is through with you," Trigorah said.

	Myranda drew in a deep breath.

	"Come here. Give me your hand," Trigorah said.

	"No. Why?" Myranda resisted. Though she had been drumming it into her head that Trigorah, at least, could be trusted, the events of the day had shaken that belief.

	The general held out a loaf of bread and a canteen. Myranda snatched them away. A bowl of glorified water was hardly enough to curb a days-old hunger.

	"Why are you giving this to me?" she managed between swallows.

	"I can't be sure he will feed you . . . you deserve a chance," she whispered, leaning closer. "Listen to me. No one has resisted him. He has been through my mind and a hundred others. Whatever he wants to know, he will know. Just . . . fight him. Do your best. Someone has to show him that . . . that we can resist."

	"We . . . what do you mean? It is true? He isn't human or elven or . . . anything like that?" Myranda asked.

	Trigorah cast a cautious look in either direction before slipping silently back into the darkness. Once again, Myranda was alone and in danger. It was hardly the first time that such was the case, but this time was different. This time it might be the last. She was in a cell, far below ground, waiting for a fiend to make his next attempt at forcing his way into her mind. She wracked her brain, desperately seeking some shallow hope to cling to. 

	There was one. 

	It was possible that those who held her would make the same mistake they had before, that they would not pay the price on her head. That would bring Lain to rescue her again. It was far from likely. The pair of generals seemed to agree on nothing but the fact that her previous captors must be paid. That didn't matter. It was hope, a shining light at the end of the tunnel to lock onto. Until then, she had to save her strength. Epidime would be back.

	A week passed in the most wretched manner possible. She was restrained at all times. Each day she would be fed a thin bowl of food by one of the guards whose faces were hidden behind a mask, and submitted to a variety of Epidime's attempts. Most were marathon sessions that pushed each to their limits. Others were short, subversive attempts under the guise of all manner of other things, ranging from attempts to recruit her to offers to release her. In a way, the worst part was that each day she was moved to a different cell. A feeling of safety would have been impossible, but now she was denied even a feeling of familiarity. 

	She was reflecting on this fact and trying to ignore the horrible taste that was clinging to her tongue when Epidime approached for the day's torture. This day promised something new. Epidime had brought a second chair bearing similar restraints into the cell.

	"Well, Myranda. I believe the time has come to meet some of your neighbors. You know this one very well. He hasn't stopped cursing your name since we found him," Epidime remarked smugly, as he forced a shaggy, blindfolded old man into the second chair.

	The old man hung his head low. Drooping in the chair, he swayed slowly, almost deliriously. There was something familiar about him, but she couldn't place it. A scraggly, gray beard adorned his chin, and wiry gray hair ringed a bald head.

	"Well? This is the quietest I've heard you, old man. She is here, in this room. Haven't you anything to say?" Epidime said.

	"I am waiting for her to speak," croaked the old man. His voice was raw, as though it had been badly overused. It, too, had a familiarity to it.

	"Why?" asked Epidime.

	"I want to know where her throat is . . . so I can wrap my hands around it," he said.

	The old man raised his head, revealing a worn and soiled priest's collar.

	"You are the priest. The one I met just after I found the sword!" Myranda realized.

	He lunged forward with all of the strength his feeble body could muster. Epidime easily pushed him back to the chair.

	"I am. I knew that you would only bring sorrow. Look at me! Look what you have done to me. You witch! You wretch! Because of you, I will be spending the last years of my life in this stinking, festering hole in the ground. I pray nightly that you meet an end suited to your treachery! I take solace in the fact that you were finally brought here! I hope you never see the light of day again!" the old man spat with disdain. He leapt to attack Myranda again, but Epidime held him back. 

	"Why is he here!? Why do you have him?" Myranda demanded.

	"For the same reason everyone else is here. They may have touched the sword. The prophecy, if properly read, holds that the sword will find its way into the hands of a Chosen One. We will have the Chosen, but to be certain of that, we must capture anyone who may have touched that sword," he said.

	"You condemned us! ALL OF US! You carried that sword like a plague and MADE CRIMINALS OF US ALL! CURSE YOU! CURSE YOU, YOU WITCH!" he cried before his voice gave out and he was left wheezing and gasping.

	"I will give in. I will give in right now if you will release them," Myranda said.

	"Oh, no. These captives will never be released," Epidime said flatly.

	"But why! Surely you read their minds! You must know that they are of no use to you!" she cried out.

	"Indeed," he said.

	"Then you could have let them go!" she cried.

	"No. You see, we had to keep them here, if for no other reason than the fact that any one of them might have been very important to you, and thus a useful piece of bait, without knowing it. It was a long shot, but it wouldn't have been the first to pay off. As luck would have it, you are one of those poor souls who cares about everyone. I was thinking that we might empty out the nearest village to fill the remaining cells. What do you think? Imagine the pressure that would put on you," he said with a grin.

	"Please, I beg of you. Release them and I will let you into my mind," she said.

	"If you submit to me now, I will kill them all," he said.

	"What! Why? You wanted me to give in!" she said.

	"On the first day I did. Then you lashed out at me. You injured me. That is rare. Very rare. Unprecedented for your kind. Generally, I would kill someone for that--but not you. There was something special about you. You know, I had everything I needed from you after the fourth hour of our first session. Everything I had been asked to learn from you. 

	"You have nothing new to offer me that my fellow generals might need to know. I know Lain is Chosen. I know that another Chosen has been summoned. I even know what it looks like. The things you needed to protect were left out in the open, yet even when I had them, you continued to resist. You continued to defend something within your mind. You dared to believe that you could be stronger than me. 

	"For that reason, you will be broken. If all I wanted was your mind, I would have struck in your sleep. I want to show you that you are not strong enough. I want you to show me how strong you are. You will be tortured, twisted, torn, and shattered. You will try your best, and you will fail. You will be made an example of. And then, when you finally haven't the will to resist me, I will leave just enough of you to watch as I execute each and every one of these people before your eyes," Epidime stated. Chillingly, his voice was plain and calm, as though what he had said was to be expected.

	"You are the death of us! You are the death of us all!" the priest managed. 

	Epidime hauled him out of the cell and handed him to a guard to be led away.

	"You know, I have managed glimpses at what you've been keeping from me. A flash of your mother's face, a whisper of your father's voice . . . minutia. Trivialities. Pointlessness. Random, worthless events in your life. I have a feeling that when you are broken that is all I will find. Memories that you hold dear. Regardless, I will have them. I will see every cherished scene of your mind. Every moment in the garden with your mother, every precious visit from your father. Keep that in mind. And sleep well tonight," Epidime said.

	The week before was nothing compared to the week that followed. Every day, another of the prisoners was brought before her. She had at least seen--though often only in passing--each one of them before. Simple town folk, shopkeepers, everyone who might have touched the sword. Some did not remember her. In those cases, Epidime forced her to explain to them that she was the reason that they were locked away. For most of the prisoners, their crime had not been explained to them until that moment. The anger, the sadness, the confusion, all rushed forth in a tearful burst of emotion. 

	At the precise moment that Myranda felt that the heart had been torn from her body, Epidime would make his attempt. It was agony in its purest form. And each day was worse. He would handpick more and more pitiful stories. Sobbing mothers torn from children. Soldiers yet to see their families after returning from the front. Worst of all, she knew that there could be no victory. If she gave in, they would be killed. If she was broken, they would be killed. All she could do was buy more time. All she could do was delay the inevitable.

	After another week, Epidime approached alone, but Myranda was not so naïve as to assume that today would be any easier. He carried a black cloth bundle. On his face was a smile of pure delight. Myranda didn't waste the strength to imagine what sort of torture he'd come up with this time. She merely prepared herself.

	"Well, Myranda. What do you suppose I received today? It will interest you greatly, I am quite sure," he said.

	Myranda did not speak. She pulled together her mind, ready for anything he might try. Slowly, he dropped away just a hint of the cloth. He touched the thick, black covering carefully, as though it was an animal that might bite. Myranda's thoughts flashed to Myn, and a prayer passed through her mind that the creature was not inside the bundle. That prayer was answered, but the truth could hardly have been worse. The top of the cloth dropped free to reveal a splendid, bejeweled, engraved hilt. The hilt of a sword. The sword.

	"Here it is. The source of your sorrow. I suppose you may still harbor some illusions that you have some sort of value. That you might be important, and that is why we wanted you. No. It was all for this. The trials of your life of late have all been due to your association with this piece of metal. You could have been anyone. Anyone at all. This weapon means more than you ever will. And now it is mine. You do know what this means, don't you? 

	"Don't think I haven't seen it. That slim thread of hope weaving through your mind. That Lain might come, that he might somehow vanquish me and rescue you and perhaps even all of these others. That will not happen. They have been paid. They have accepted. You are now as worthless to them as you are to everyone else," he said, venom fairly dripping from his words.

	Myranda turned all of her strength to keeping the hopelessness from showing through. He would not have the pleasure of seeing her pain.

	"Unfortunately, this little prize means that I shall have to leave you for a while. I am under orders to aid a colleague with a few projects he has been working on, and this may just come in handy. However, lest you forget me, let me leave you with this to torture you in my absence. There is a moment which, despite my recent additions, remains the most devastating of your life. The massacre. It has come to your mind often recently, hasn't it? You've wondered . . . how could it happen? The leaked intelligence that would have allowed the attack was never delivered. Even if it had been, how could the attack have been so successful, the destruction so complete? 

	"Kenvard was a capital, and close to the front. It was fortified. It could have held off a force a dozen times the size of the one that had swept through on that day. It had before. How could it happen? 

	"It was our men. There was no southern force. I handed down the orders from General Bagu personally. Leave no one alive. The leaked information was to cover it up, to provide loose ends that would tie up nicely in the minds of the people. Of course, I cannot say for sure precisely the names of every soldier involved, but I can tell you this: they were skilled, loyal, obedient, and trustworthy. They all came from the very top . . . 

	"Your father was at the top, wasn't he?" Epidime said, lowering his voice as he spoke so that his last words were a whisper.

	With that, he stepped into the darkness, only the gem of his halberd visible, staring at her though the black like a mocking eye until he was out of sight. She waited until the distant grind of heavy doors signaled the monster's exit. When she was certain he was gone, her head dropped, her mind burned. Anger, fear, frustration, hate, desperation, and more battled for control over her mind. 

	Had he not truly slipped away, Epidime would have found no challenge at all in defeating her now. Her cries echoed through the halls. The pair of guards at her door had no reaction. She didn't take the care to bury her magic inside of her, and spurred on by the intense emotion, the crystal at her neck was burning at her viciously. She didn't care. Nothing could match the pain in her heart. It was exquisite torture, a torrent of emotions that did not abate until she passed out from exhaustion.

	 


Chapter 11

	Myranda slept a dreamless few hours and awoke in the same pale blue-tinged darkness she had lived in for the past two weeks. The rest had done little to restore her strength, or else she likely would have begun the entire process over again. 

	Instead, she sat weakly. Her temples had a dull, constant ache. As her head hung low, she realized something. The crystal that hung down from her neck had changed. Even from the little of it that she could see, it was clear that the surface had begun to fracture. She shook her head, hoping to clear the cobwebs a bit, and looked around her. There were other things that had changed. Here and there, she could see scorches on the walls. She faintly remembered turning her mind to flame spells in attempts to spill off some of the anger. The force she had put into them would have been enough to reduce the bars to little more than bubbling pools, but the crystal had done its job--for the most part. 

	Myranda's clouded mind slowly began to clear. As it did, the possibilities presented by this new knowledge began to develop. A pair of the masked guards approached the door of the cell. She sat still as one replaced the damaged crystal and the other administered the daily swill. 

	Myranda knew that these were merely nearmen, and couldn't possibly read her mind as Epidime had been attempting, but she had learned to err on the side of caution and thought only the most innocuous thoughts in their presence. When they had gone, she began to plot. Some of her spells had gotten through. When she poured out all that she had, some tiny effect could be brought about. It would be painful, but she may just have hope of escaping on her own. She would have to focus, despite the pain of the collar, on spells with a concentration she seldom managed without her staff. It wouldn't be easy, but it was hope. Hope would sustain her. 

	Comforted by the fact that her day long outburst had brought no reaction from the nearmen, she set about her task.

	#

	Far away, her struggles were viewed by pained eyes. Deacon had felt that if he could only see what Myranda was doing, it would put his mind in order again and he could get back to his work. First, he was plagued by the fact that images were few and far between. Now he had the opposite problem. Night after night he saw her, restrained and tortured. He poured through books for some solution, some way to know precisely what was happening. The images would persist for hours sometimes, but they would waver and twist, leaving Myranda herself as the only solidly recognizable thing--and they were always silent. Sometimes there were others, but recently she was alone. 

	He would focus on the images and try to get more information from them, but he simply lacked the strength. Worse, the other wizards had grown weary of his pleas for help in the matter interrupting their own studies and would no longer even speak with him. Finally, only two would listen to him, Solomon and Calypso. Of the two, Deacon found Calypso to be the most helpful, and took to confiding in her almost daily. 

	Disturbed by his latest visions, he took his usual place by the lake and waited for her to appear. A mermaid, long, flowing hair and emerald tail shimmering in the sun, surfaced from the lake. The very moment that she did, Deacon began. Calypso had become accustomed to his habit of skipping pleasantries and diving directly into his points. 

	"From what I was able to see last night, I can say for certain that the crystal around her neck has been changed. Are you certain you have never heard of this practice? A crystal used as some kind of torture?" he asked. "Perhaps I should look through the library for it again."

	"If it wasn't there the third time, it won't be there the fourth," she said. "You know what you need to do."

	"I need to know what is going on," he said.

	"It won't help," she warned.

	"What do you mean? Of course it will! I can't get her out of my mind because I am not certain of her place in the prophecy. When I know what has been happening to her, I will be able to study the prophecy in search of elements of these events. I will find them. Then I will know that all will be well and my mind will be at ease," he said, as convincingly as possible.

	"You know, you really are very creative. If you won't think rationally, at least follow your own rules. Logic says you should follow the clues to the truth, not choose the truth that suits you and cater the evidence to fit," she said. "You are purposely overlooking the real root of your problem because you know it is a sickness for which there is no cure."

	"Oh? And what is that?" he asked.

	"I won't call it by name. You would only deny it and scurry away to your rationalizations. All I'll say is that I know, and deep down you do, too, that you will only find some kind of relief if you find a way to go face to face and--" Calypso began, only to be interrupted.

	"Speak to Hollow!" Deacon blurted.

	"What!?" Calypso asked, left blinking from the sudden and unjustifiable leap of reason.

	"Hollow! I need to find her place solidly in the prophecy to put my mind at ease, and the only man who can do that with absolute certainty is Hollow!" he said, leaping up.

	"Deacon, listen to yourself! Hollow only speaks when he has something to say, which is only once in a great while," she said.

	"Then I will coax it out of him," he said, running off.

	"The man isn't a man at all, he is an empty shell. You would have better luck coaxing an answer from your own echo. You are being foolish, unreasonable, and overly optimistic. Those are all symptoms, you know!" she called after him before shaking her head and whispering to herself, "That boy is going to lose his mind."

	#

	Elsewhere, Myranda had spent the majority of two days focusing her mind fully on the task of unlocking the collar from her neck. After having no success, she decided that the restraint likely was specially designed to prevent removal in this fashion. In all likelihood, all of the restraints were similarly designed, but she couldn't afford to assume that. As painful as any attempts to escape were, the pain was preferable to the hopelessness of imprisonment--or, worse, dwelling on what she had learned of the massacre. 

	She turned her attempts to the wrist restraints attached to the chair. Almost immediately, she could feel progress. At the end of an hour of intense trial, she heard a click that made her heart jump. The lock hesitantly released and she felt the metal shackle swing lazily open. Her left hand was free! The pair of guards, nearmen, patrolled silently, as they always did. It had become clear over the days she had spent under their guard that they could do little more than they were told. They were, however, acutely sensitive to sudden changes, and always offered a look in her direction when the grunts of effort and pain came to an end. 

	Myranda kept her hand in the shackles as it had been before. As the wrist shackles were behind her chair and she was facing the bars, the fact that one had opened would not be noticed. After a few moments, the guards turned back to their silent patrol. With a free hand, it would be possible to hold the crystal away from her chest by the chain and spare herself some of the pain, but she quickly dismissed the thought as far too risky. Instead, she attacked the second shackle just the same as she had the first. She was tired, but the freedom dangling tantalizingly before her was enough to keep her going. Eventually a second click signaled the release of her other hand. As she spent a few moments resting, she realized that there was a problem. She was facing the bars, and thus her ankle shackles were plainly visible. If she was to make good her escape, she would have to free both legs without the guards noticing. 

	The young woman's mind ached from overuse. Weeks of resisting Epidime had forced her to push herself to the limit frequently enough that she had discovered precisely how far she could go before breaking. If she attempted anything as taxing as the shackles had been, she would not have the strength to stand when she was through. Indeed, it had been so long since she had stood without the aid of a cruel hand clutching each shoulder, it was possible that she already lacked the strength. 

	Myranda shook her head. If ever there was a time for desperate acts, it was now. When the plodding footsteps of the guards seemed to be at their quietest, she grasped the chain at either side of the accursed crystal and lifted it away from her chest. The effect was astounding. The fog in her mind cleared noticeably, and she felt a fair amount of her strength return. Two swift spells slipped past the weakened effect of the restraint and popped her final two shackles open. Distantly, the footsteps began to quickly grow louder. They had heard!

	Myranda stood on shaky legs. She could not get a good look at the stone around her neck, but she knew that they had changed it before, so there must be a way to release it. She searched with her fingers, but everywhere she touched it burned slightly, robbing her of feeling. The footsteps were nearly upon her now. There was no more time to waste; she would have to be ready. Crouching behind the chair, she smashed the crystal with all of the strength she had against the seat's hard back. It fractured. She smashed again. A piece fell away. With a final attempt, the crystal shattered, creating an eye-searing flash and cutting her hand badly. Then there was only darkness. 

	Instantly, she felt a strength she had not felt in weeks. A month ago, she would have counted herself as near death when she felt like this, but at this moment, it may as well have been the peak of health. 

	Without the crystal's glow, there was total darkness. That likely meant little to the nearmen, as they had been patrolling without light, but to Myranda it meant that she could not see them and they could see her. She crouched behind the chair and thought feverishly as she heard the steps come to a stop just beyond the bars. What would they do? They would have to secure her and apply a new crystal. That meant they would have to open the door. If that happened, she might be able to push past them and out of the cell, but then where would she go? 

	The pair of guards began an exchange in a language that was utterly foreign to Myranda. Finally, one set of footsteps retreated into the distance. 

	Myranda waited a moment, but there was only silence. One of the guards had likely gone for help or replacement restraints, and the remaining one was clearly not going to open the door. With more opposition on the way, the time to act was now. She lashed out with a sleep spell. She didn't have the strength for anything more powerful. The guard stumbled briefly, but did not fall. The spell simply wasn't strong enough. There were only two things she could think of that might do any good now. 

	She charged out from behind the chair into the darkness, quickly colliding with the bars. She reached through and grasped the unseen guard. At the same time, she chanted the words of the sleep spell aloud, quietly but intensely. The physical contact and incantation combined were just barely enough. The guard collapsed to the ground.

	The girl quickly turned her mind to the lock on the cell. Almost immediately, she found that the larger lock was hopelessly more complex than the shackles had been. With nothing else to do, she fought furiously with it for a moment before collapsing against the bars, sobbing.

	"I'm just not strong enough," she sobbed.

	After a moment a voice came out of the darkness.

	"You stupid girl," taunted the voice. It was the blind priest in a nearby cell. "You stupid, stupid girl. Open the door!"

	"I can't. I don't have the strength! I cannot undo the lock!" she replied.

	"You learn to run and forget how to walk! The keys! I heard them jingle as the guard fell!" he fairly commanded.

	"Of course!" she replied, reaching through the bars and feeling about until her hands came to rest on the keys.

	There were only three keys on the ring. The second opened the cell door.

	"Where are you?" Myranda called into the darkness.

	"Here. Why? Planning to put a knife in my back? It would be the most honest thing you've done in your wretched life," the priest hissed.

	"I am going to let you out. It is pitch-black and--" she whispered.

	"The door stays closed, witch," he whispered angrily.

	"I am trying to free you," she whispered urgently, finding her way to the door. When she tried to fit the key into the hole, a quick hand swiped it away. 

	"I am a priest. It is my place to forgive. But I will not owe you. Now go, or I will keep the key and you will never escape this place with your life. Free the others if you choose, but as far as I am concerned these bars are here to protect me from you," he warned. 

	"If that is what you wish," she said.

	Another time she would have demanded that he come with her, but time was short. Other captives in other cells began to realize that Myranda had escaped and were calling for freedom. She remembered from her trip through with Trigorah that a torch was on either side of the stairway of each floor. Stumbling through the dark as best she could, she found her way to one and lit it. The mystic effort was enough to rob her of her balance. It was the last spell that she would cast without passing out. 

	In the flickering light, she saw dozens of sets of arms reaching pleadingly out to her. Taking the torch in the palm of her badly bleeding right hand, she made her way to each door, quickly unlocking them. The prisoners ran, only freedom on their minds. Only a few had been freed when three nearmen appeared in the stairway, blocking their way. Myranda worked furiously at unlocking more doors. She had stopped thinking of her own escape long ago. She simply had to release these people. It was her fault that they were here.

	Suddenly, one of the nearmen was upon her. The other two, scarcely visible at the edge of the torch's light, waved swords to keep back the men and women already free. The fiend before Myranda chose its gauntleted hands, likely on orders from Epidime not to kill her. She waved the torch at the guard, causing it to step back. The silent, faceless brute raised a hand to strike her. Myranda stumbled away from the bars, barely dodging the blow. The attacker turned to face her and raised both fists for a hammer blow. A pair of powerful hands leapt from the darkness between the bars, seizing the guard by the face mask. A swift pull bashed the armored nearman's head into the bars, then again, and again. Finally, the hands released him and the guard crumbled to the ground.

	The light of the torch revealed Myranda's rescuer. It had been months since she had seen him, but even without his decrepit armor she recognized the mountain of a man.

	"Tus!" she cried, unlocking the cell as another of the guards rushed over.

	Tus, a significant member of a rebellious group called the Undermine who had helped Myranda in the past, whipped the door open with all of his might. It smashed the charging nearman and dropped him to the ground. He snatched up the sword that the first nearman had refused to use and ran to the remaining guard. With a trio of clumsy, overly powerful strikes, the nearman fell. There was a dull surge of light and the nearman seemed to collapse into a wisp of dust, leaving only a pile of caved-in armor. A swift plunge of his sword into the chest of the other two nearmen brought about the same effect. Whatever these things were, they were not natural.

	"This way. Caya is here. We will find her. You will free her," he said, more a statement of fact than a request or an order.

	"I have to free everyone," Myranda said, opening another door. Tus grabbed the old man who ran from inside by the shirt.

	"You will take the keys from the dead guard and unlock all of these cells or I will cut your arms off," remarked Tus.

	The terrified old man nodded vigorously and turned quickly to the task. Tus turned to a woman who had witnessed the threat, fetched the keys from another downed guard and tossed them to her.

	"You will follow us. You will open all of the cells we pass," he added.

	Clearly fearing that what had happened to the guards would happen to her, the woman agreed. Myranda, though far from pleased with the method, accepted the result and agreed to follow Tus. Each floor brought another pair of guards. With a crowd of escaped prisoners to distract them, Tus seldom had much difficultly in dispatching them, leaving behind piles of ruined armor and motes of dust. Each defeated guard provided another set of keys and another terrified escapee was pressed into duty. Torches were lit, floors were emptied. Total chaos reigned. It was not until they reached the second to last floor, freeing all in their path, that the cell containing Caya was found.

	The strong young woman within the cell had been the leader of the Undermine, and even after what must have been ages of imprisonment, the keen edge of defiance had not left her eyes.

	"Myranda! I knew when I saw you that things would soon change! You are a godsend!" Caya declared, snatching a sword from Tus's latest conquest and looking dejectedly for a foe that would not come.

	"You aren't angry? You are here because of me," Myranda said, confused that no apology had been demanded of her.

	"I would have eventually found my own way to a place like this. But thanks to you, dozens of others did!" she said excitedly.

	"I don't understand," Myranda said.

	"No one believes what the army is capable of. What this war has turned us into! These people will be angry, hurt, disillusioned, and they will have nowhere to turn. That is the recipe for an Undermine soldier. Our ranks will be doubled! And I have you to thank," Caya said.

	"But weren't you tortured?" Myranda asked.

	"Not for more than a few minutes, if you call that interview in the chair torture. In fact, once you were brought in, that fellow with the halberd ordered these beastly guards to feed us better. He said he wanted us healthy and full of life," she said.

	Myranda shuddered. Epidime had wanted them to be healthy when he killed them. He wanted their deaths to cause all the more pain to Myranda when he finally won.

	"Let us go. If Tus left anyone for me to kill, I will see to it that you are not touched until we have made good our escape," Caya declared.

	"No! I can't go with you," Myranda said.

	"But you must!" Caya said.

	"No. They may not want you as a captive anymore, but Epidime has a personal vendetta against me," Myranda said. "We are both better off if I am alone."

	"Fine, then, but we will meet again," Caya said.

	"You will be my wife," Tus stated.

	For a moment the trio was silent. 

	"You already have a wife, Tus. Henna, remember?" Caya reminded him.

	"You will be my new wife," Tus amended.

	"Move, Tus. We've got recruiting to do," Caya said.

	Tus agreed and the pair hurried back up the stairs. The fort had maintained a full complement of nearmen. They were vicious soldiers to be sure, but a frenzied mob that outnumbered them ten to one was more than they could handle. In minutes, the heavy doors were forced open and prisoners had run off in every direction. No more than ten guards survived the chaos. 

	These survivors took up arms and searched the fort thoroughly. The other prisoners were nothing, but Myranda would have to be found. When every cell and the whole of the courtyard had been scoured, the nearmen took to the surrounding fields. All that had been found was a trail of blood drops leading to a discarded torch near the doors. Hundreds of trails would have to be followed to their end. Myranda would be found. The soldiers marched into the setting sun on foot, the horses having been taken by the first of the prisoners.

	For several minutes, there was no sound but the wind, and no motion at all. Finally, there was a stir in a dark corner. In the stable, little more than a simple shed beside the stronghold, Myranda struggled to push aside a feed tray filled with oats and crawled from her hiding place. She made her way to the water trough, broke the layer of ice on top and scooped greedily at the water. When her thirst was slaked, she turned reluctantly to the oats. She needed some sort of food. Raw oats would have to do. Reaching into the tray, suddenly she felt a cold, sharp, familiar sensation against her neck. A blade.

	 


Chapter 12

	"Don't try to look. Where is the girl?" a harsh whisper demanded, the knife to her throat pressing closer.

	Myranda hadn't the energy to be afraid.

	"You've found her," she answered, defeated and too tired to panic.

	"Myranda!?" came a voice she recognized.

	"Desmeres?" she said, turning weakly when the blade was removed.

	"You caused all of this? What sort of a damsel in distress manages to escape on her own?" he said with a laugh of disbelief.

	Desmeres was dressed in a white hooded robe with a white bag slung across his back. In one hand was a knife; the other held a much bulkier sack. The contents of the sack seemed to be churning violently.

	"Desmeres, you can't turn me in again, I need to warn--" Myranda began, her voice wavering.

	"I am not here to put you back in, I am here to get you out," he said, helping her to her feet and leading her to a window. "Did you lose weight? You feel lighter than . . . oh, my heavens . . . Myranda, if I didn't know it had only been a few weeks since you left us, I would swear it had been five hard years."

	In the light, he could see the results of the captivity. She was visibly thinner, pale and ragged. Her clothes, hands, and face were smudged with dirt. Her right hand was clenched in a white-knuckled grip around a wad of her tunic, surrounded by a growing red stain. Every word was slurred, and she seemed on the verge of unconsciousness.

	"Is Lain here?" she asked, worried.

	"He ought to be. I--" he answered.

	"And Myn?" she interrupted.

	"Tied up in the sack. We were . . ." he attempted.

	"Why?" she thwarted.

	"She couldn't go with Lain, she won't listen to me, and I didn't want to leave her alone," he blurted before she could interrupt again.

	"Why are you helping me to escape?" she asked.

	"They didn't come through with the full price. Just a bit more than half," Desmeres said dismissively. "Myranda, what did they do to you in there?"

	"Why would they . . . They know! Desmeres, tell me, where is Lain?" she demanded, suddenly, with an urgency that cut through her weariness.

	"The plan was for me to create a distraction long enough for him to slip over the wall and inside. I was weighing possibilities when that mayhem started, which we both agreed was a bit more distraction than we had hoped for. He had to wait until the guards went off high alert, then slipped over the back wall. Presumably he is still inside. Why?" he asked.

	"They've been trying to get into my head. They know he is Chosen. They will try to capture him--or kill him, I'm not sure. That has to be why they didn't pay the full price. They knew he would come back to get me! We need to find him!" she said.

	"Relax, Myranda, relax. Lain and I have been at this for a very long time. I am not so naïve as to assume that this was a regrettable accounting error. We are prepared for every contingency. Now, I have some food here. I think you should eat something," Desmeres said, concern in his voice as he removed the bag from his back and began rummaging through it. Outside, the wind began to gust.

	"Not now! I will not be responsible for another person being locked away in this place! We will find him and we will escape!" Myranda said.

	A shadow darkened the doorway, drawing her attention. It was Lain, holding the bag Myranda had been carrying when she arrived. 

	"The sword isn't here," Lain said, similarly dressed. He tossed the bag to her feet.

	"Lain! You have to leave this place! Run!" she said.

	"That is the plan," Desmeres agreed. "But first, Myranda, open your hand."

	"I am not hungry!" Myranda said, lying through her teeth for the sake of a quicker escape.

	"But you are bleeding. Open up," he said, removing a thin glass vial from the bag. 

	She held the nasty-looking injury out. Desmeres snapped the vial. Instantly, Myranda felt as though he had poured boiling lead into her palm. She gasped and pulled it back.

	"I am afraid that is supposed to happen. I am not particularly skilled at healing potions," Desmeres apologized.

	When the pain subsided, Myranda opened her hand to see that the injury was closed, though the dried remnants of it still stained her palm. A moment later, the trio stepped tentatively into the fading light of the courtyard. All was still. They approached the doors, still open from the mob's escape. Lain held out an arm, signaling the others to stop. He took a long, slow, deliberate whiff of the air. A hint of concern came to his face.

	"Not satisfied?" Desmeres asked.

	"This wind. It is circling around us. It isn't bringing me anything useful," he said, scanning the horizon with his eyes.

	"Perhaps there is nothing to smell," Desmeres offered.

	In response, Lain locked his eyes on a spot in the distance, his hands moving to the hilt of his sword. Whatever it was, it was approaching from the air, and very quickly. Between the fort and the nearest cover was a field of snow and ice. Lain alone might have succeeded in reaching it before the form in the sky was upon them.

	#

	Deacon ran to the small hut at the edge of the village where they housed their prophet. A pair of apprentices, one an older man and the other a young woman, were sitting inside. They were both clearly desperate for a distraction from their painfully dull assignment. The winded young wizard who burst through the door was thus a welcome sight to them.

	"Master Deacon, is there something wrong?" the woman asked.

	"No, no. I have come to relieve you, Mera, and you, Karr," he said, slowly regaining his breath.

	"Oh!" Mera, the woman proclaimed excitedly, but drooped as a thought occurred to her. "But I've six more hours in my shift. And Karr has three."

	"I believe I have the seniority necessary to give you your freedom a few hours early," he said.

	The pair was quite happy to have the afternoon returned. Neither was so foolish as to ask why one of the usually self-interested Masters would take such a fruitless job. Nor did they stop to mention the policy that at least two witnesses be present when monitoring the prophet. 

	Once they had left, Deacon positioned a chair before Hollow and sat. The old, frail figure showed no signs of life. His head hung limply down, his hands and arms clearly posed into some semblance of comfort. He gazed with the faded, cloudy eyes of a corpse. Despite all of this, Deacon could not help but offer a few moments of reverent silence. Finally, after a deep breath, he spoke.

	"Hollow. Your connection to the spirits is unparalleled. I know that you only speak when the spirits direct it, but there is a matter of great concern at hand," he said.

	The fragile figure sat motionless.

	"I have been using my own limited skills to monitor a woman you spoke to directly during your last recitation. She appears to be in danger. I do not have the capacity to see for certain what is in store for her. I beseech you, oh great prophet, to speak on her behalf. Tell of her place on the path. Tell what the fates have planned for her," he said.

	Silence.

	"If I have read your predictions correctly, she could have a vital role in bringing the Chosen together. If she is in danger, the very prophecy may be in danger," he offered.

	Silence.

	"Listen to me . . . Tober." He spoke quietly, invoking the name that Hollow had once been called. "If there is anything left of you, you must believe me. I must know about her."

	Silence.

	"Damn it, old man! Listen!" Deacon cried, leaping up and hoisting Hollow from the chair by his tunic. It was like lifting a scarecrow. "I need to know! I need to know if she will be all right! I need to know that she will come back to us! That she will come back to me! This world cannot survive without her! I cannot survive without her! Speak! SPEAK!"

	Withered fingers suddenly wrapped around his neck and he was wrenched into the air. Deacon grasped the old man's wrist and gasped for breath.

	#

	The forms in the sky grew nearer.

	"Myranda, I think you and I had best slip inside until the threat passes," Desmeres suggested.

	"I am not going back in there," Myranda said, pulling her staff and dagger from her bag.

	The moment she touched the staff, a clarity she had forgotten she could achieve seeped slowly into her mind. She was still weak, but she at least could think. 

	"Give me Myn," she demanded.

	"Now is not the best time for a reunion. There is something on the way, and the only reason anything would be headed to this godforsaken place so quickly would be to kill one or more of us," Desmeres pointed out as he reluctantly lowered the bag to the ground.

	"If there is fighting to be done, I don't want her to be helpless," Myranda said, cutting the bonds.

	Myn instantly was on top of her, lavishing weeks of affection all at once. Myranda toppled to the ground.

	"Yes. A helpless dragon would have been quite distracting," Desmeres jabbed sternly.

	"Dragoyles. Two of them," Lain announced quietly, backing to the wall.

	"No. Lain, I didn't bring my bow. The only time I have ever seen one of these killed was with a very well-placed arrow," Desmeres said, the beginnings of panic in his voice. It was the least composed she had seen him since they had met. 

	"What is a dragoyle?" Myranda asked, leaning heavily on her staff to climb to her feet.

	Lain leveled a finger at the sky.

	The creatures were quite near, and dropping down for a landing. Each was gray as charcoal, nearly black. The hide had a crude, rocky appearance. In form, they were like a malformed, bulky parody of a dragon, as though a sculptor who had never seen one had fashioned the dragoyles from vague descriptions. The limbs, tail, and neck all had a segmented look to them, like pieces that were joined together rather than grown. On their heads, a crown of cruel-looking jagged horns stuck out at random and unnatural angles. Hollow sockets were where their eyes should have been. In place of teeth was a serrated edge lining the jaws of the creatures, forming a lipless beak. Overall, the creature's head more closely resembled the skull of a dragon than the head of one. Only the bat-like wings seemed to be well-shaped, though as they grew closer Myranda could see that even they were more coarse and angular than they should have been. 

	These were undoubtedly the same type of creature she'd seen dead in the snow when she found the sword. Aside from a slight size difference and the placement of the occasional battle scar, they were identical. One was easily the size of an elephant, the other slightly smaller. On the larger creature's back was a rider, a woman Myranda didn't recognize, in a standard Northern cloak. In her hand was a halberd.

	"Epidime had a halberd just like the one she is holding," Myranda warned.

	Myn adopted a defensive stance. Desmeres pressed himself to the courtyard wall just beside the doors. Lain took a place on the opposite side of the door. Myranda and Myn joined him. The dragoyles landed with an earthshaking impact and the rider dismounted. Footsteps crunching in the snow could be heard advancing toward them for a few moments, then nothing but the whistling of the wind.

	"You may as well show yourself, Lain. I know that you have come," the woman called out.

	Lain cast a sharp look in Myranda's direction.

	"I must say, releasing all of the prisoners didn't seem to me like the sort of thing you might do. And most of the soldiers are gone as well. You have been busy. No matter--I have reinforcements ready to deploy if I need them. Whether or not I do is entirely up to you, Lain. My orders are quite simple. Recruit you if I can, capture you if I can't, kill you if I must," she said. There was a quality to her tone of voice that chilled Myranda.

	As she spoke, Lain was slowly sidestepping to the inwardly-opened door. Desmeres did the same, both ready to push them shut. Myranda put her eye to the crack between the door and the wall. The woman was tapping her halberd on the ground and looking thoughtful. The wind was steadily growing more intense. It was whistling in their ears now. The woman had to shout to be heard when she finally found the words she was searching for.

	"Lain does not know a single spell, does he?" she said. "It is just as well that the soldiers are gone. The cloaks will make a far better match."

	The woman turned and began to approach the creature she’d been riding. At the sound of the retreating footsteps, Lain streaked out from the doorway. He timed his bounding steps with hers. Myranda turned away at the ring of his blade. A horrifying slicing sound was followed by the sound of a body dropping to the ground. Myranda cringed, but even her weary mind realized that something was missing. There was no scream. Myranda turned and looked through the crack. The woman was fairly intact, save the horrid gash that ran from her right shoulder to her left hip. She was hunched against the halberd, which was driven into the ground. The dragoyles were, mysteriously, motionless. Lain kept a watchful eye on the beasts while he kicked the body to the ground and drove his blade through her heart. He then warily made his way back to the fort. 

	"Why aren't the monsters attacking?" Myranda asked.

	"I have heard of this. They are either very well trained or mystically linked. Whichever it may be, they don't act without a rider giving orders. Lain once again proves why he is the field man of our duo," he says, a mixture of pride and relief peppering his voice.

	"We need to move. Now," Lain ordered. 

	The others had no objection and moved as quickly as they could, which was frustratingly slow in Myranda's case. She felt like she had been awake for days--and quite likely had been. Her legs constantly threatened to give out on her. Myn slowed to keep pace. Lain was far ahead, with Desmeres midway between them. He turned when Myranda was too far back for her staggering footsteps to be heard. The captor-turned-rescuer called something out to her, but the wind had grown stronger still, and was screaming in her ears. He turned to repeat himself.

	"If you do not hurry, I am going to have to carry you! And . . . Lain!" he cried. His eyes widened in disbelief.

	Myranda and Lain turned in unison. The "dead" woman had reached up to the still-standing halberd and was hoisting herself to her feet. If there had been any doubt that the sword had missed its mark, a dark blood stain, visible even at this distance, confirmed the killing blow. Myranda knew that Lain was fast, but the speed he showed now was beyond belief. He closed the gap between himself and his foe in the time it took for the woman to get to her feet and pull the halberd from the ground. He raised his weapon, but the woman blocked his blow with hers. A heartbeat later, a flash in the blade's gem threw Lain backward, sliding him across the ground a fair distance and separating him from his sword.

	"I wish you hadn't stabbed the heart. I shall have to make this fight a swift one," she said, her face white as death, but managing to convey a smug look of annoyance.

	As Lain rushed to his sword, the woman twirled the halberd for speed and struck the larger dragoyle's back with the blade. It clanged as though it had struck stone, severing the rope securing a pair of bundles to the beast's back. The creature, despite the blow that would have cost a man his life, remained motionless. A gust of wind caught the contents of the bundles and cloaks, dozens of them, were scattered to the ground around the creature. A second flash of the gem caused the lifeless things to rise. The wind fluttered the garments--empty, yet clinging to outlines of unseen occupants. A second pair of bundles received the same treatment a moment later.

	"You, beast. Kill the elf. Half of you cloaks help. The rest of you and this other beast can help me with this one. Kill the girl if you must, but aim to injure," the woman ordered, wheezing a bit and sputtering blood. "You caught my lung as well. How irritating."

	#

	"She with the white mark has had her place on the path threatened," Hollow spoke.

	As before, Hollow spoke in a torrent of different tones, voices, and languages, though one seemed to speak far louder than the rest. He rose into the air until the chain securing his wrist to the floor grew taught. His head, legs, and free arm all hung limply, as though only the left arm had any life in it.

	"Who? Who has threatened her? What should be done? What can I do?" Deacon managed to gasp. 

	He should have been thinking of his own safety. He should have been thinking about the fact that this was a momentous occasion. He should have been thinking about how many policies he had broken, and the consequences. He only thought about the answers to his questions.

	"There are trespassers on the path. Shadows in the field." A shudder went through Hollow's body.

	The fingers opened and Deacon dropped to the ground. Life was flowing into the other limbs now. They began to twitch. The frail form strained against the chains as it was jerked by unseen hands from one part of the room to another. Deacon scrambled back to a well-defined line on the ground which indicated the extent of the chains' reach. He rushed to take down the cryptic sentences that poured out as a hundred voices seemed to join the chorus of prediction.

	"The light are darkened. Two fingers are not a fist. Selections. Decisions. White has become black. Gray may become white. Learners define learned. A long journey, necessary and deadly, is made safely in a single step. A worthy life can begin when an unworthy life ends," the voices whispered.

	Deacon was hard-pressed to record all that he heard. Then, faintly, far below the other voices, the voice that had dominated the others in the first few sentences could be heard. It was quietly but insistently chanting a single phrase. Deacon strained to hear it. Something told him that of all of these voices, this is the one that had answered his pleas. This was Tober. He tried his best to filter out the voices of the other spirits, each offering up precious hints at future times. His spare stylus was still. The voice was so soft, so quiet. What was he saying? 

	The door swung open and Karr entered. He had felt guilty abandoning his post, and was more than a little frightened that he would be punished for doing so. 

	"He is speaking! Deacon! Why didn't you call for the others? Why aren't you writing?" the apprentice cried, but the wizard remained still. 

	What was this voice saying?

	#

	The cloaks, at least fifty of them, drifted quickly to their assigned targets. The more massive dragoyle charged at Desmeres. He frenziedly rummaged through the bag as the beast pounded toward him, trampling a pair of the cloaks in the process. The hulking thing was steps away when he pulled out a large glass ampoule and hurled it at the creature. A clear liquid burst from the broken container and coated the monster's face. Instantly, the liquid crystallized and hardened. 

	Desmeres dove aside as an intended bite turned into a head butt that collided with the ground. In a mere moment, there was a swarm of cloaks drifting in ever-decreasing circles around them. Myn dug her claws into the ground, her gaze locked on the enormous creature that was thrashing about clawing at its face. Desmeres pulled a thin red flask from his bag and hurled it at the nearest cloak with lethal accuracy. It passed through where the body should have been and slid harmlessly to the ground without breaking.

	"It's no good. There is nothing to hit!" he cried.

	The cloaks were very nearly upon them. Desmeres turned to the dragoyle, which was raking the substance off of its face already. He pulled out a second red vial and hurled it at the beast. It struck, shattered, and splashed the creature with a wave of fire. After burning intensely for a few moments, the flames subsided, leaving the creature virtually unharmed. 

	Desmeres looked helplessly through the bag for something that might do some good. Meanwhile, Lain managed to snatch up his sword again, only to roll to avoid the crushing foot of the other dragoyle. The beast opened its maw and a cloud of black mist erupted forth. A swath of the dark stuff cut across the crowd of cloaks that Lain dove through. Everything that the mist touched hissed violently. The unlucky cloaks that received a coating released an unholy screech. Most of them quickly succumbed to widening holes being eaten through them. With a series of deft sidesteps and dives, Lain made his way to the woman. The creatures kept their distance, wary of injuring their master.

	"Oh, to hell with it! Myranda, cover your eyes and brace yourself!" Desmeres ordered.

	Myranda quickly did as she was told. Desmeres gave the bag a long, low swing and released it in its entirety at the beast. The bag struck with a shatter of glass, followed immediately by a sound that defied description. The roar of thunder, the crackle of fire, and all manner of whistling, rumbling, and howling explosions melded into one deafening sound. It was accompanied by the most dazzling of light shows. Shafts of red, blue, orange, and white danced momentarily through clouds of fire, smoke, and debris that trailed away in the mighty wind to form a long, billowing stream. The force of the blast shredded half a dozen of the nearby cloaks and singed a dozen others. 

	Desmeres was hurled backward by the blast. Myranda dropped to the ground, Myn crouching just in front of her. The rush of wind from the explosion momentarily outpaced the wind already whipping through the field. Through squinting eyes, Myranda hoped to see cloaks being torn away from her by the force of the lingering blast, but instead she saw a pair of legs, black as a silhouette and ending in a trio of vicious claws, cleaving the icy ground. The limbs seemed to fade into nothingness as they approached the flapping cloak, just as the clawed hands did when they attacked. Thus anchored, the horrid creatures managed to hold their positions.

	Lain's sword clashed with the woman's halberd again and again. This person should have been dead, but somehow she matched his speed and strength. As the battle raged on, the woman seemed to smile, as though she appreciated the skill of her opponent. Unfortunately, the mismatched weapons were working in the woman's favor. Whenever Lain managed to step near enough to score a blow with his sword, the woman switched to the offensive, pushing him back to the length of the longer halberd's reach. With that much distance between their target and their master, the cloaks were emboldened to offer a few strikes. Pitch-black phantom limbs whispered into solidity, slashed at him, and vanished again in one lightning motion. Already, tears in his clothes were showing a mixture of orange fur and crimson blood. In front of him was the woman, behind was the dragoyle, and cloaks churned in a ring around them. There was little hope for escape.

	Desmeres's explosion finally subsided, revealing a crater alternately frozen, charred, dissolved, petrified, and pulverized. There was nothing of the beast left but a handful of shattered, stony pieces of whatever it was that it had been made of and a sizzling puddle of the same thick, black substance that Myranda had discovered in the field where all of this madness began. 

	She struggled to her feet, awash in a sea of cloaks. They clutched and clawed at her, but did not attack. Myn snapped at them with her mouth and lashed at them with her tail, but regardless of what she did, the creatures were unaffected, and without orders regarding the dragon, the cloaks simply ignored her. The girl drew her mind into a failed attempt at a spell that robbed her of the strength to stand and she dropped to the ground. 

	Desmeres was on his feet again and sprinting to her, slashing with a pair of medium-sized daggers he had pulled from concealed sheaths. His style was a frenzied one, more focused on keeping the fluttering monsters away from him than killing them. The creatures had a way of sweeping in for quick slashes and retreating again with a speed and fluidity that no creature that had to rely on legs would be able to manage, and when met with the keen edge of his weapons, they tended to turn back before doing any real damage. With each step he took, they grew bolder, and by the time he reached Myranda, he’d received more than a few deep scratches without managing to destroy a single cloak. The elf snatched up the girl, hefting her onto his shoulders. Myn nipped and pulled at the creatures that attempted to pull her down.

	"Clear a path to the fort!" Desmeres ordered, as a claw landed a painful blow across his back.

	The dragon was reluctant until Myranda weakly repeated the order. Like a flash, the dragon leapt in front of Desmeres and, without a friend to worry about hitting, unleashed a shaft of her fiery breath. The cloaks scattered from the blazing attack. Fire quickly consumed all of the cloth demons that were touched, sending them streaking away, trailing streams of flame behind. As Desmeres trudged slowly toward the doors to the fort, periodic blasts of flame kept the cloaks at bay.

	Lain had taken more slashes to the back and legs than he could stand. With a trio of swift jumps, he made his way to the other side of the woman. She turned quickly to face him, but he had turned his attention to the cloaks. With their master between himself and the massive dragoyle, he had at least a moment of safety from it as it ran a wide circle around her to reach him. He swiped his sword with all of his might and sliced through the three that were attacking him. The very instant his sword met the fabric of his enemy, something unimaginable happened.

	The wind ripping across the field had been every bit as powerful as a blizzard before, but now it exploded into a gust that should have torn Lain from the ground. Instead, he stood, without a hair twitching on his head, while ice and snow around him was dragged and thrown by the force. The wind itself seemed to be avoiding him. Lain didn't take the time to consider the cause of the bizarre phenomenon, as even this mighty wind was not enough to faze the huge dragoyle that was now charging toward him. He sprinted with a speed that beat even his earlier showing toward the sheltering walls of the fort that the others were just now approaching. 

	Alas, they were not afforded the same mysterious protection and Desmeres had to fight for every step, while Myn dug her claws deep into the icy ground to find purchase. 

	The pounding charge of the attacking beast grew nearer. 

	Desmeres reached the doors of the outer wall of the fort and stopped. The unnatural wind was causing them to swing violently, like shutters in a storm. The creak of wood and the groan of hinges could be heard even over the wind. There was no way that they would be able to seek refuge inside safely. Behind them were ten cloaks, clawed hands and feet clutching the earth as Myn had, crawling like insects toward them. Suddenly, one of the doors became still before seeming to almost deliberately wrench itself from its hinges and cartwheel across the field toward Lain. He managed to dodge. The single-minded creature on his trail did not. In a monumental impact, the door shattered into splinters, knocking the creature reeling. 

	Desmeres stumbled into the courtyard of the fort and dumped Myranda to the ground as gently as circumstances would allow. The wind died down as Lain joined the others in the courtyard--or so it seemed until the trio made their way to the door to defend it. In reality--if such a word could be applied in light of the surreal events at hand--the wind was receding away from the fort, focusing on the remaining enemies. If there was any doubt that some mysterious force was trying to help them, this was the proof. 

	The cloaks clung tenaciously to the ground, no longer advancing, but refusing to be pushed back. The dragoyle had yet to recover from the impact of the door. Only the woman, who held her halberd high with its gem shining, was unaffected.

	"What is going on?" Myranda cried, making an earnest effort to climb to her feet and failing.

	"I . . . I don't know," Desmeres said, a look of wonder on his face as he watched the spectacle.

	Wisps of flame began to appear, streaking longer and longer in the direction of the wind, as though the wind itself was turning to fire. It soon became apparent that this was precisely the case. Within moments, the whole of the field before them was awash in a sea of churning flames. The roar of fire blended with the screech of dozens of the cloaks that remained. The heat, even from the safety of the wall, was suffocating. Air rushing in to feed the flames moved with a force easily equal to the gales the flames had replaced. Trees in the distance bowed toward them, so strong was the pull. The maelstrom burned on for nearly a minute before the swirling flames drew into a tighter and tighter column, focusing into a single elongated form, positively brilliant in its radiance. 

	Myranda squinted at the form. Just barely visible in the center of the glow was the shape of woman. It was the second time Myranda had seen this being.

	"The other Chosen," Myranda whispered in awe.

	#

	The apprentice took up a quill and scribbled furiously. The stylus slipped from Deacon's fingers. He understood the voice. Even now it was chanting, almost silent to Karr, but clear in Deacon's head. It was a command. It was directed at him alone. Such a thing was impossible, unimaginable. Hollow did not speak to anyone. If at all, he spoke at everyone. But there could be no question. He had asked what he could do, and this was his answer. 

	The chanting did not stop until Hollow fell silent a minute later, but even then his final words were those that Deacon had strained to hear.

	The path is changing. Go where it leads.

	#

	The fiery form drifted in the sky, silently surveying the damage. Patches of ground hidden beneath snow for decades now smoked and steamed. Puddles of what had moments before been ice now boiled. The dragoyle, though much the worse for the experience, still lived. The woman, holding the halberd high, had also survived, as did three cloaks that were near enough to share the protection of the weapon. 

	Seeing that her job was not finished, the mysterious fiery savior shot through the air at the woman. With a few deft twirls of the powerful halberd, the enemy struck the charging form with the blade gem. The Chosen was deflected and sent hurtling backward. The brightness of the flames dimmed significantly and seemed to disperse briefly before pulling back together. She floated, her brightness wavering, before finally it faded to nothing and her form dropped to the ground. Where there had been fire, now the form was a continuous, crystal-clear mass of water. It was shaped perfectly into the same form as the fire had been. Where her feet touched the boiling pools, it joined them.

	"Myranda is better bait than I anticipated. Another Chosen has shown itself. Quickly, capture her, too!" the woman ordered, her voice a barely audible wheeze. It was clear that the death that she had been cheating was preparing to claim her.

	The cloaks obeyed, drifting hauntingly over the smoldering ground toward the fluid form. The watery woman dropped down into the pool below her, appearing to be nothing more than another puddle. They drifted near to it, remaining a cautious distance away. Not cautious enough. Tendrils of water surged up and saturated the cloth creatures. The wind, in a short, severe burst, froze the cloaks solid. The watery form rose again, arms crossed and a faint look of satisfaction on her face. Her smug display was cut short as the foot of the now-recovered dragoyle smashed down over her from behind. The water splashed everywhere, and for a moment it seemed that with that simple maneuver, the bizarre being was defeated. 

	On closer inspection, the water soaked with exaggerated speed into the ground. A shudder nearby grew swiftly, culminating in a rift that opened. A sandy, stony version of the same being climbed out. The fingers were less human, narrowing down their length into cruel claws. A powerful blow from the deceivingly heavy limb was quite enough to get the creature's attention. A dozen or so more followed with a speed far swifter than a creature composed of stone ought to be capable. Old scars widened, cracks opened, and thick, black blood flowed. The relentless rain of blows finally reduced the weakened beast to a lifeless mound of battered rubble.

	The stone form shifted its cool, penetrating gaze to the woman in the only snowy portion of the field that remained. Graceful steps sunk a few inches into the baked earth as the living statue moved toward the woman. She had dropped to her knees, one hand holding weakly to the halberd, likely the only thing keeping her from crumpling entirely to the ground. The glazed-over eyes of the woman turned to the ground. She spoke, weak whispers between constant wheezes.

	"Stupid . . . worthless . . . creatures!" Wheeze. "I must . . . have a long . . . conversation with . . . Demont," she managed, before dropping to the ground and into a long overdue stillness.

	The stone form reached for the halberd, embedded in the ground as it had been before. The face twisted into a scowl, and she smashed the weapon with a mighty backhand. It flew an impressive distance, crashing down beyond the edge of the charred region and disappearing beneath the thick layer of ice-crusted snow.

	 


Chapter 13

	Behind the fort wall, Desmeres helped Myranda to her feet. With the aid of his shoulder and her staff, she was able to walk. Lain held his sword at the ready, not yet willing to trust whatever it was that had helped them.

	"There may be something to this prophecy after all," Desmeres admitted quietly, as the trio approached the unearthly being. 

	The living statue turned to face them and, for a moment, there was silence. The surface of the creature's body was smooth as marble, and seamless. It, as before, bore the general appearance of a woman, the features dulled. The face lacked a mouth, and only a soft rise marked where the nose should have been. The mark that graced the sword, Lain’s chest, and Myranda’s scarred hand stood clearly embossed in the center of the forehead. In the place of eyes were pristine, lidded, white globes that had a faint glow. Its gaze was locked solidly on Lain, unblinking and unstraying. The shimmering eyes narrowed, the shine grew. 

	Lain suddenly stepped back and drew his weapon.

	"What is wrong?" Myranda asked, concerned by the showing of hostility.

	Lain did not answer. Instead, he stepped forward, making it clear that he was quite willing to use the weapon he held. The glow in the eyes of the being faded, and it slowly raised the stone talons that had made short work of the massive dragoyle just moments ago. Lain tensed, ready to defend or attack at any moment. In a smooth, deliberate motion, the being ran a talon along the blade. With a long, crisp ring of the blade, the stone creature collected a few drops of the fallen woman's blood. Almost immediately, a change seemed to happen. The blood vanished through previously absent cracks in the fingers. The cracks spread and connected, causing flakes of the stony surface to fall away. Beneath, pink and vibrant, was what appeared to be . . . flesh. 

	The change continued, flaking away up the arm revealing healthy skin behind. Soon the reaction quickened, cracking away large patches of the surface. Here and there, the flakes seemed to hang in the air before connecting with one another and taking on the texture of the cloth the woman was wearing. Before long, a full garment hung in the air. It draped itself around the shoulders of the now–nearly-human figure before them. The hood pulled into place, hiding the face just as the final plume of stone flakes drifted into nothingness. The hands of the being, now a perfect replica of the fallen foe, rose to the hood and pulled it back. 

	Everything, right down to the full head of long brown hair, was just as it had been on the woman. Had the body not still been on the ground in front of them, they would have believed the enemy had somehow torn herself back from the beyond yet again.

	"You have done well, Chosen One," the being said. "I am impressed with your ability to blend with the lower creatures."

	The being approached Lain. He held the sword tightly, tip leveled at the throat of the woman, keeping her at bay. 

	"What are you?" Desmeres managed through a rare look of wonder.

	The being did not acknowledge him, her gaze locked on Lain.

	"Answer!" Lain ordered, moving the sword to within a hair's width of her throat. The woman was unaffected.

	"I am not in the habit of dignifying the questions of mortals with response. I will answer you, if you wish," she said.

	"Do it!" Lain growled.

	"I am like you. I am a guardian of this world. I am Chosen," she said. 

	"Why are you here?" Lain demanded.

	"To join you in battle against the enemy," the woman said.

	"I neither want nor need help," he said.

	"Nor do I, but it is decreed by the powers that govern all of existence that it must be," she said.

	Lain drew in a long breath of air. "The soldiers that survived your escape are coming back," Lain said, scanning the surroundings for the best route of escape.

	"That show she put on likely has every soldier from here to the horizon on the way," Desmeres said.

	Lain spoke to Desmeres in a bizarre language Myranda had heard spoken in Entwell. He responded with a nod. 

	"We need to leave--now," Lain said.

	"Agreed," Desmeres said. Myranda offered a weak agreement.

	"You aren't actually afraid of these animals, are you?" the woman asked, a hint of disdain in her voice.

	"I do not want to deal with them. Not now," Lain said. 

	"Mmm. Yes. Then let us go," the woman said.

	"You will not be joining us," Lain said, moving swiftly to the west.

	Myn trotted to Myranda's side as Desmeres helped the weary girl to follow. 

	"I must. It is destiny," she said.

	"Lain, you must allow her join us. She is Chosen," Myranda agreed.

	"These creatures use this word . . . Lain . . ." the woman said.

	"It is his name," Myranda said.

	"Inform your mortals that they are not to speak to me," she said. "I cannot approve of their continued presence. The very fact that you have allowed them to label you as they label themselves speaks volumes of the fact that you have spent too much time among them. You are Chosen; you mustn't allow yourself to be lowered to their level."

	Lain was silent. Myranda's reverence for this mighty being was quickly slipping away. It, like most elements of the prophecy she'd encountered, was not as she had imagined. Far from the noble, benevolent, caring being she had expected, the woman before her had managed, in the space of only a few sentences, to firmly define herself as a rigidly superior, tactless creature. Everything she said had a cold, sterile feel to it. In a way, her attitude was similar to the one Myranda had assumed as a Tesselor--but her tone made it far worse. At least Myranda's words had the sting of sarcasm. This woman spoke frankly, as though there was no doubt that anything she spoke was anything less than absolute fact.

	"What is wrong with you? We are the people of this world! It is your duty to protect us, not lord over us," Myranda said, her irritation briefly pushing her weariness aside.

	"Tell your human that--" the woman began.

	"Tell her yourself and be gone," Lain growled. 

	He increased his westward pace to a speed difficult for the ailing Myranda to match, even with the help of Desmeres. The woman released an irritated sigh and turned, for the first time since that day in Entwell, to Myranda. She then proceeded, with infinite calm, to shatter any lingering hope Myranda might have had that she was the hero she'd hoped for. 

	"My duty is to the world, not the inhabitants. I am to protect you insomuch as you are a product of nature. Past that, I see little distinction between yourself and the charred ground you stand on, and were you to suddenly be changed from one to the other, I would hardly consider it a change at all. I have watched over this world since the dawn of time and have found the brief fraction of history that you and your ilk have inhabited it of no more consequence or interest than the eons that preceded it. Your society has proven itself to be shortsighted, dim, and quite likely to bring itself to a prompt end without any enduring influence in the grand scheme of things whatsoever. I consider it an enormous concession that I have even bothered to learn this sequence of squeaks and grunts that you call a language. I would not be speaking at all but for the fact that the one you call Lain seems unwilling to communicate by spirit. He is the only being besides myself worthy of any distinction at all," she stated before turning back to Lain.

	With the infuriating being by his side, Lain wore a far more stern expression than usual. It became clear that she had no intention of heeding his order to leave. 

	"I haven't the time to deal with you at the moment. Keep out of sight. If we are pulled into another battle because of you, I will see to it that you do not survive it," Lain grumbled as they reached the trees at the edge of the clearing. 

	"I assure you, if any weak-minded beasts discover us, they will not survive to spread the knowledge," the creature said.

	They trudged on. Lain had a determination in his stride that carried him and the seemingly indefatigable woman far ahead of the others. Now, among the trees, they didn't have to rely upon distance alone to hide them from prying eyes. This fact, coupled with the hundreds of different trails made by the other prisoners, made discovery of the growing group exceedingly unlikely. This was fortunate, because the chill air of the hardening night was beginning to take its toll. Myn had taken to puffing flame once a minute or so to keep warm, and before long Myranda was shivering uncontrollably. She was walking now simply out of reflex, shuffling in a daze, eyes closed. After her staff slipped out of her hand for the third time, Desmeres decreed that the time had come to stop until morning. He lowered Myranda to the ground and began to gather dry boughs from beneath the trees. He had already begun to spark flint against steel to start the fire before she realized what was going on.

	"You can't start a fire . . . pine . . . too much smoke," she objected weakly.

	"I am in no mood to spend the next few hours finding a more appropriate fuel, and we need this fire. It would be awfully anticlimactic if you froze to death tonight," he said, mustering a weak grin.

	The cold, frost-crusted wood was not being cooperative. Myranda, moments before succumbing to exhaustion, whispered a barely audible request to Myn, and a burst of flame from her lips lit the stubborn wood quite nicely. Shortly after, Lain and the woman approached. He cast a stern look at Desmeres, but relented upon seeing the collapsed Myranda with Myn curled on top of her. The woman looked upon the sight with the same sterile stare she'd worn since her arrival. Lain sat cross-legged by the rather meager fire and closed his eyes. 

	"I was under the impression that our intention was to avoid detection," the woman remarked.

	"I am afraid that the fire is a necessary risk. We mortals are quite fragile, after all," Desmeres said with excessive pleasantness.

	"Infuriatingly so. Those two are sleeping, I suppose," she said.

	"As I hope to be shortly," Desmeres said, adopting a similar posture to Lain. He then propped his elbows on his knees and his chin on his fists.

	"Such a pitiful requirement, a mandatory period of helplessness at the end of each day," she remarked as she bent low to inspect the girl and the dragon. "And these eyes are woefully inadequate."

	"What exactly are you accustomed to?" Desmeres asked.

	The woman remained silent, inspecting the fire instead.

	"Ah, I see. I must answer your questions but you needn't answer mine," he said.

	This, too, was ignored. Suddenly, flames swept up around the woman and, in mere moments, she was consumed in flame. A moment later, it was clear that she was, as before, actually composed of the flame. At this distance, the wonder of the sight was breathtaking. The flame was like cascades of liquid gold flowing upward in graceful curves over her body. Behind the bright tips, the flame was a deep red, and behind that was a dark, almost black core that was just barely visible among the brilliant gold and red. The fiery being was more defined now than she had been before, looking more like the woman from whom she'd borrowed her form. The ground beneath her feet sizzled briefly before she stepped onto the campfire. Its flickering flames joined with hers and she took a seat.

	"It isn't nearly as strong and pure enough a flame to suit my needs. I shall require a fair amount of time to restore myself to the strength I enjoyed this morning," she remarked in a voice similar to the one she'd had as a human, save for a peculiar crackling quality that underscored it.

	"I shall endeavor to build a more appropriate one in the future. Have you any specific requests?" Desmeres offered with a yawn.

	"Use the wood of several trees and fan the flames constantly with strong, focused winds. That should provide adequate intensity," she stated simply.

	"I think that may be a fire more visible and taxing than I am willing or able to create," Desmeres said.

	"I suspected as much," she replied. 

	After a few moments, the form of her body seemed to flicker away into the flames. 

	Lain sat in deep concentration as the others slept. It was often as near as he would come to sleep for weeks or even months at a time. His back was striped with slashes from the cloaks he'd battled. Many still leaked blood, contributing to long maroon stains along his own cloak. If he managed to sink deeply enough into this trance, the last of them should close. He had no use for magic, but the warrior's sleep had saved his life more than once. 

	It was no replacement for true sleep, though. The body was greatly rejuvenated, but at the expense of the mind. Dark thoughts from long ago had a way of finding their way to the surface. Few had even heard of the warrior's sleep, but those who had heard of it had learned of it first through the tales of those minds lost to it. Madness was often the price of the technique. For a few hours, Lain endured the twisted remembrances. Sometimes the faces of his victims would flash in his mind. Other times, some of his darker deeds would crawl out of the murky darkness and linger. One scene in particular came so frequently it seemed to become an old friend.

	The setting was always the same. He was on the farm of his youth. The only man who had shown him anything but hatred, blind Ben, was being beaten before him. As he watched, he--lashed to a plow--was being beaten as well. He was too exhausted to continue. Ben, old and feeble, finally took his last lash with a whip and fell to the ground, dead. Shock, pain, rage. Emotions burned at his brain. The baser instincts inside of him screamed for revenge. Ignoring the increasingly intense lashes of the slave driver's whip, Lain tore at the leather straps that secured him. Tooth and claw reduced the last of them to shreds and he was free. 

	The acts he committed were unspeakable. Inexcusable. He tore through half a dozen slave drivers and guards before a team of them managed to force him into a shed. This would be the last mistake they made. 

	The shed they barricaded him into was filled with supplies for the harvest. Taking up a scythe, Lain slashed through both the door and the men who braced it. Before the thinking part of him returned, he had stained the blade with the blood of fifty men--or more. Only the other slaves and the youngest son of the owner were spared. 

	Those who found the aftermath of his rampage did not know what to think. It was as though a bear had mauled half of the men, while the other half were simply cut to pieces. 

	Finally, Lain forced the remembrances from his mind and pulled himself from the warrior's sleep. It was these soul-searing visions that served as a reminder to him that whatever horrid end he may come to, it was deserved. He knew that the life he had led could not be redeemed. He did not fear death. A part of him craved it, but the same instincts that led him to his atrocities that day continued to demand that he do whatever it took to give the lives back to those like him, through any means necessary. In doing so, perhaps he could prevent another from becoming the twisted demon that they had made him into.

	As Lain hunted down a meal, the others slept. Once fed, he remained vigilant. With the wretched swirling wind--which, it seemed, had been the newcomer's doing--gone, the breezes again brought him smells from far away. Soldiers were numerous; the wind carried their scent regardless of direction. Most were in the company of horses. Some were joined by far more fearsome beasts. They all seemed to be growing nearer. With the others to slow him, an encounter was inevitable. 

	Each passing moment brought the first of what was sure to be a string of battles nearer, but Lain knew it was best to fight sooner with the group well-rested than to run now and face a battle later with his group useless. His group . . . Lain furrowed his brow. He had never been comfortable as part of a group. Now there were four who looked to him. He was not a leader. He was not a protector. This was not his place. 

	His solitude was broken when the rising sun roused Myn, who, in turn, roused Myranda.

	The girl was far from recovered. Her strength was a fraction of what it should be, but that still made her several times stronger than the previous few weeks of captivity and torture had allowed. Thoughts and memories of what had occurred in that terrible place constantly leapt to the surface of her mind and had to be brushed away. She attempted to rub her sore neck. The collar that had severely limited her spell-casting was still locked in place, but without the crystal it was little more than a nuisance. Now that there was nothing to prevent it, her mind worked to heal her body as she slept--but even so, she was sore from head to toe. Slowly, she surveyed the status of her friends.

	Myn was off faithfully hunting down breakfast. She must be healthy enough. Desmeres was sleeping propped against a tree. Here and there, a place where one of the cloaks had managed to reach his skin could be seen. One or two such wounds still had the look of fresh blood about them. They should be healed. Lain was crouched at the edge of the clearing. His clothes, formerly white to blend with the snow, now were streaked with the remnants of his injuries. He didn't seem to be bleeding any longer, but the wounds were still quite large, quite numerous, and quite deep. They must be terribly painful.

	"Lain, you're still hurt. Let me heal you," she said, fetching her staff and using it to struggle to her feet.

	He silently agreed. Within a few minutes, she had found all of the visible injuries and healed them. She knew better than to ask if he had any others. He would deny it. Instead, she turned her attentions to the sleeping Desmeres. His gashes were easily dispensed with, though the warm, tingling sensation of their removal was enough to wake him while she was still crouched by his side.

	"Why thank you," he said with a yawn, admiring her work as the last wound shrank away. "I must say, you do a better job than those potions of mine. Mind you, you might wake me up next time you feel inclined to cast a spell. I may have an opinion about it. By the way, there is a nagging pain in my lower back that you missed. Yes . . . there . . . this is why I have made it a policy never to get my hands dirty."

	Myn came trotting back with some manner of wild bird for Myranda. The girl cleaned it, fashioned a spit, and held it over the fire. 

	"What do you suppose you are doing?" came a voice from the flames.

	Myranda, startled, fell backward. The form of the newcomer separated itself from the flames and shifted slowly back to her human form. Desmeres chuckled to himself.

	"I am sorry, I didn't know!" Myranda apologized.

	"No. Of course you didn't," the woman said. Her cold voice bore a hint of the tone of a weary teacher consoling a poor student. "A creature of your level could not be expected to understand the nature of my being."

	Myranda felt a twinge of anger, but there was no use voicing it. She cooked her meal as best she could over the remnants of the fire. When she was through, Myranda offered the rest to Desmeres. Myn, apparently still holding a grudge for being tied up and bagged the day before, would not allow it. Instead, she quickly ate it herself.

	"Well, if you could behave yourself, I wouldn't have had to bind you in the first place," Desmeres stated, correctly assuming the motivation for the act. "Ah, it is just as well. We need to move before someone spots the smoke."

	"We shall stay here until I have fully recovered," the woman announced.

	"We leave now. It is already too late to escape cleanly, but if we move quickly we may limit our encounters," Lain said.

	"I cannot be expected to perform the acts of which I am capable if I am not allowed to recover fully," she said.

	"How much longer will you need?" Myranda asked.

	"With a fire this size? Several weeks more," she stated.

	"Well, when the soldiers find you, lie to them about where we went," Desmeres said, quickly following Lain, who had already set off in the direction they had been headed in the day before.

	"Wait! Lain, you mustn't leave her behind. You are both Chosen! You must remain united," Myranda called after him. He did not turn.

	Myn trotted halfway to Lain and turned to urge Myranda on.

	"Please, you must follow now. I am sure you are strong enough to reach wherever we are headed! If not, I will help you," Myranda pleaded.

	"To suggest that I would ever require your aid is tantamount to blasphemy. Even in my weakened state, I am more powerful than you can imagine," the woman snapped, a rare hint of emotion flavoring her usually sterile voice.

	"Then let us go! Quickly!" Myranda urged as Lain disappeared amongst the thickening trees in the distance.

	The being tore a branch from a tree and dropped it on the smoldering fire. She quickly shifted back to flame and settled down.

	"No! No, I . . . He isn't like you! He . . . has spent too much time among us. He doesn't even believe he is Chosen. He doesn't believe that the Chosen exist! He has become . . . tainted, disfigured by our way of thinking," she attempted, hoping that appearing to share her distasteful view might convince her.

	"I am aware of what he has told you. I have been watching him since he left the cave. He is lying to you, no doubt in attempts to rid himself of you," she said.

	Myranda looked desperately about. This could not be happening. These were the warriors who were intended to save this world. Now one refused to believe his place, and the other refused to help him.

	"However . . ." came the voice from the fire. "The mere fact that he has been willing to suffer your presence for so long, let alone his consideration and even protection of you, betrays a fundamental . . . alteration of his character that will need to be reversed if he is to rise adequately to his true purpose."

	Slowly she removed herself from the fire and shifted back to the human form. As she did, the last, lingering flames were drawn into her, leaving the fire fully extinguished. The woman walked with purpose in the direction of the others. Myranda remained behind long enough to disguise where the fire had been. Myn trotted quickly back to aid her and urge her along. 

	"Myn, this is going to be more difficult than I'd imagined," she said as she turned to follow.

	When she reached the others, Desmeres was walking a few steps behind. The woman was beside Lain. All were silent. When he noticed Myranda, Desmeres took a few steps further back to join her.

	"Well. Quite a pair, aren't they?" he said quietly. "So far, all she has done is order me to take a more fitting position. I appreciate people who make an accurate first impression quickly. It saves time."

	"Where are we going?" Myranda asked.

	"There is another safe house. Still a fair distance away. Of course, this one is much smaller. Barely built to house Lain and I. With you, the dragon, and our new ray of sunshine, things are going to be cozy," he remarked.

	"What do we do next?" she asked.

	"First we find the safe house. Once inside, we can start making plans," he said. "To that end, I've a few issues that you may be able to help me with."

	"I imagined you might," she replied.

	"You mentioned that Epidime used a halberd like the one the woman had. That was Arden who used the Halberd, not Epidime," Desmeres observed.

	"Arden is Epidime," Myranda said.

	"No . . . How could Arden be Epidime? Do you know this for certain?" Desmeres asked doubtfully.

	"If that brute who tried to kill me at the mines was Arden, then I am convinced he is Epidime. I spent the last two weeks struggling to keep him out of my mind," she said.

	"Keep him out of your mind . . . so he was attempting to read your mind?" Desmeres said, suddenly a good deal more interested.

	"Read is too gentle a word. He was forcing his way in. He was trying to take it for his own," she shivered.

	"Are you sure Arden was the one doing it? Is it possible that he was just an enforcer and the attempts were coming from elsewhere?" Desmeres asked.

	"The attempts were doubly intense when he made contact. It was him," she said.

	"Mind reading. It must have been Epidime. Arden is Epidime. He had us fooled. He had everyone fooled," Desmeres said quietly to himself. "I am not accustomed to being caught off-guard with information such as this. Information is the biggest part of my role in the partnership. This changes things."

	"How so?" she asked.

	"Well, for one, the contact I have in Arden's organization has just become infinitely more valuable. And . . . other things," he said.

	"What?" she asked.

	"Nothing that might interest you," he said.

	"Why don't you want to tell me?" she asked, having heard too many such responses to take them at face value.

	"Not to offend you, Myranda, but it seems fairly clear to me that we are not likely to receive the rest of the price on your head. Any attempts to secure it from this point forward would be folly. Not that I am disappointed. The half that they have given us more than triples the amount we've earned on our three best years combined. However, since you aren't terribly likely to join our cause, it does mean our bizarre little partnership is nearing its end. Soon we will part ways. With that in mind, you already know more about us than anyone alive today. If we tell you much more, you may as well go into business for yourself," he explained.

	"I don't understand. When you were planning to hand me over, alive, to the very same people trying to hunt you down, you were willing to answer any question I had. Now that you have given up on turning me over, you begin keeping secrets?" she said. "Why? What was different then?"

	"You don't want to know," he said, the earnestness in his voice a warning.

	"You know me better than that. Tell me," she said.

	Desmeres heaved a heavy sigh. 

	"It will strain our relationship. I would be lying if I said that I hadn't become fond of you in the time we've been working together. I would much prefer to leave on pleasant terms," he said.

	"Desmeres, you and Lain have been trying to claim a ransom on my head for the better part of a year, and despite that fact, you remain my two closest allies in all of this," Myranda pointed out.

	"Yes, twists of fate and quirks of incident have certainly cast us in the role of protectors more frequently than captors," he agreed.

	"If I could come to trust you despite the fact that I know you had only the worst intentions in mind, what could you possibly say to 'strain our relationship'?" she asked.

	"You would be surprised," he said.

	"Only if you tell me," she said, growing impatient. 

	"Lain?" he said, raising his voice slightly.

	"Tell her," came his response.

	Desmeres sighed again.

	"The plan was to accept full payment and exchange you and the sword at once. Lain would then follow the courier to where you were taken and poison you," he explained. His tone was not apologetic, merely anticipatory for the reaction he knew would follow.

	Myranda stopped walking. She was silent for a time. Lain and the other Chosen continued on. Desmeres stopped a few steps later. He turned to her.

	"I warned you," he said.

	"That . . . how could you even . . . ?" She attempted.

	"Is it really so much worse than merely handing you over? We were doing so with the full expectation that you would not last long once we turned you in. The poison would have been a quick death, far better than anything that they would have had in store," he offered.

	"Are you still planning to kill me?" she asked.

	"Against all good judgment, the decision has been made to let you live your life to its natural end," he said.

	"Well, I am glad that--" she began.

	The ring of a sword being pulled from its sheath cut her remark short. Lain held the sword to the neck of the other Chosen.

	"If you try that again, I will do what it takes to kill you," Lain hissed.

	"What the female said is true. You have been tainted. You are not one of these things. It is only proper that you and I join our minds rather than lower ourselves to their level with language. To threaten my life betrays so much of what they have done to you. It shows that these mindless, primal savages have managed to infect you with their temperament, and the suggestion that I could even be killed reveals the ignorance and weakness of mind you must have had to adopt to live among them. That ends here. If you do not leave these beasts behind and join me in our destiny, then I will cure your attachment to them in the simplest way possible," she said.

	"That may well be the most subtle death threat I have yet received," Desmeres remarked.

	Lain's ears twitched.

	"We do not have time for this," He said. "We have been found."

	 


Chapter 14

	Before long, the sounds that Lain's sensitive ears had picked up found their way to the ears of the others: hooves crunching on snow. There were at least a dozen men on horseback. They seemed to be coming from all directions at once. Myranda held her staff at the ready, preparing her mind for the task at hand. In this battle, at least, she would not be helpless. Desmeres unsheathed his pair of daggers. Myn unfurled her wings, drove her claws into the icy ground, and bared her teeth. Only the newest member of the group seemed unconcerned. 

	After a few moments, the first of the attackers became visible through the trees to the east. Even at this distance, he was clearly a nearman. The crude blank visor covered an inhuman face Myranda had yet to see. 

	With a few silent steps, Lain seemed to vanish among the trees. Myranda locked her eyes on the soldier. A blur of motion swept past him, a strike from Lain nearly too swift to be seen, knocking him from his horse. A pair of other mounted soldiers appeared from behind and drew Myranda's attention. After focusing briefly on the ground beneath her, Myranda thrust the tip of the staff earthward. A minor wave of motion shook the ground. It was enough to terrify the horses, who swiftly threw their riders. Thinking quickly, Myranda intensified the spell around the base of the trees nearest to the fallen nearmen. An avalanche of snow was shaken from the branches, burying the enemies. 

	Myranda turned to find that three more were rapidly approaching from the north, and four from the south.

	Desmeres stepped to Myranda's back. Daggers were not well-suited to battling those on horseback. The other Chosen One merely stood, her arms crossed, with a look akin to boredom on her face. The riders began to circle around them. They all bore spears. Two bore nets as well. The nearest of them hurled his in an attempt to ensnare Myranda. She managed a brief burst of wind that blew the net over its caster, tangling horse and rider alike and sending them tumbling to the ground. Myn dove upon the helpless soldier and brought him swiftly to an end. 

	A faint flash of light and scatter of dust as the armor caved in confirmed that these were no humans they fought. A spear was hurled at Myranda. She dove to avoid it. One of the other soldiers raised his weapon to strike her before she could rise. Myn launched herself at the rider, clamping onto the spear-wielding hand and shaking it violently as she worked her wings to pull him backward. He struggled against the dragon, at one point pulling free a handful of scales in his attempts at pulling her off. 

	A second soldier attempted to attack before Myranda could get to her feet. A gleam of steel later and one of Desmeres's expertly crafted daggers was protruding from the nearman's neck. The armor was empty by the time it reached the ground. Desmeres rushed to the unoccupied armor, retrieving his dagger and the discarded spear. Myn finally managed to pull her target from his horse and finished him with a blast of flame. 

	Four soldiers remained. Desmeres and Myranda turned to them.

	The nearmen focused on the opponents in front of them, neglecting the one who was behind. Before their mistake was realized, Lain had taken two of them. The remaining soldiers turned to face the warrior, and a half-dozen more arrived before Myranda or Desmeres could take advantage of the distraction. Myn sprayed flame to keep the soldiers at bay, but they were quickly growing more bold. At the edge of the battlefield, completely ignored by the soldiers, was the other Chosen One. She stood, arms crossed, as though irritated by the distraction.

	"Help us!" Myranda pleaded.

	"I do not see why you fight at all. You should cease this at once," the being said.

	Bizarrely, her words were heeded, but not by those she had intended. The circling soldiers halted and pulled back. Seemingly unimpressed by the event, the woman continued.

	"We are Chosen. You are mortal. When you are faced with the trials that we must overcome, death is the only possible result. If you survive this battle or any other, it will be by our discretion, and every motion that we spend to preserve your lives distracts us from our true goal. The most useful thing that you could do would be to simply bring yourself to an end more swiftly and spare us further delay. Turn your weapons on yourselves," she declared.

	The nearmen obeyed. Swords were drawn and plunged into the chests of their wielders. In moments, the entirety of the attacking party was reduced to dusty piles of armor. Myranda stood in open-mouthed wonder at the act. Desmeres scratched his head for a moment before shrugging, collecting the trio of liberated scales, handing them to Myranda, and gathering the reins of three of the now-riderless horses. Myn was content to simply stand down without an explanation, and Lain seemed more interested in concealing the armor beneath the snow than asking questions. 

	"What happened? What did you do to them?" Myranda asked, confusion swirling in her head as she absentmindedly stowed the scales in her bag.

	As expected, the newest member of their group had no intention of answering her. Desmeres led a horse over to Myranda. Gritting her teeth and shaking her head, she mounted the steed with her question unanswered. He offered the reins of a second horse to the woman. She extended a hand and, rather than clutching the reins, took hold of a single hair from the mane and plucked it free.

	A moment later the solid form of the woman wafted away, replaced instead by an intensely swirling mass of pure wind that held, briefly, its former shape. Quickly, the swirling form altered posture, assuming the four-legged stance of the animal. Limbs lengthened and narrowed. The overall form grew. Soon the general shape of a horse stood where the woman had. The wind suddenly intensified where the limbs met the ground. Steadily, this tighter swirl rose, leaving behind the solid approximation of a horse's hooves, then legs, then body. Before long, a replica of the offered horse stood before the original.

	"Impressive. It wasn't strictly necessary, though, was it? You could simply have ridden the original, couldn't you?" Desmeres asked.

	The animal gave no answer. There was the possibility that she lacked the capacity to speak in this form. It was doubtful. Somehow, the smugly superior look that had so marked the face of the woman managed to persist in the horse. The effect was absurd, an animal that showed weariness bordering on frustration with those around it. 

	When a passable job of concealing the battleground had been managed, Lain, Myn, and the shapeshifter moved onward on foot. Myranda and Desmeres continued on horseback. Lain's seemingly inexhaustible stamina allowed for a pace near gallop for the horses. As they rode, Desmeres conversed with Myranda as best he could.

	"They follow orders," he said

	Myranda's expression communicated her confusion.

	"The nearmen. That is what she did. She was in the form of one of the higher-ranking leaders. The woman she killed. The nearmen were following orders. That is why they killed themselves," he said.

	"Would they really do that?" she asked.

	"In my experience with them, I would say they wouldn't have a choice. It was different once. There was a time when they were just as you or I. Now, I doubt that they've a mind of their own. They live--or, more accurately, die--to serve," he answered.

	Myranda was still attempting to come to terms with such a horror of existence when they reached the empty section of forest that apparently contained the hidden entrance to yet another of the many storerooms and safe houses that Desmeres and Lain kept. Lain reached down to a patch of ground rendered featureless by a blanket of frost and ice that would never fully thaw. Gripping what appeared to be an icy stone sunken into the ground, he pulled open a hidden door. 

	Myranda moved toward the opening.

	"Just a moment," Desmeres said, wrestling his boot from his foot. He dropped the article into the hole. A rush of air and a quiet cluster of hisses emanated from the opening.

	Slowly he lowered himself down. Lain sent the horses running off in the direction that they had been headed before entering. Vanishing into a swirl of wind again, the shapeshifter swept inside. Myn dove in after, and finally Myranda joined them. 

	A few weak flames flickered to life when the hatch was drawn closed. The vault they found themselves in was barely the size of a large room. Even before the five occupants had entered, it was well crowded with bundles, chests, and sacks. There was scarcely room to stand. The shapeshifter settled back into her human form, arms crossed and the smug expression bearing a shade more frustration than before.

	"Make yourselves as comfortable as you are able. Before we search these bags for something that is not yet too rotten to eat, there are a number of pressing matters that must be discussed," Desmeres announced.

	"There most certainly are," Myranda agreed.

	"Foremost, this is not a halfway house for wayward wanderers, and Lain and I are not caretakers. It is long past time that each of us went our separate ways," Desmeres stated.

	"Lain is Chosen and I will not leave until he has joined with the others of his kind and turned to the task at hand," Myranda declared once again.

	"Yes, that has been established, but--" Desmeres began. The voice of the woman cut him off.

	"There are no others of our kind," she remarked. 

	"What? No. There are five!" Myranda objected.

	"There had been, but the enemy has been most thorough. We two are all that remain who may call ourselves Chosen. It is thus of the utmost importance that we be delayed no further. Each moment the forces against us grow more powerful. Where once victory was assured, now it shall be a costly endeavor, if it is even an achievable one. We alone shall not be able to quell the storm we are certain to bring upon this world through our actions. The death throes of the war may well make its final days bloodier than the decades that preceded it," she said.

	Her cold tone was maddening. If what she said was so, then, if victory was possible, it may well cost more lives than it would save. The possibility had haunted Myranda. There was already evidence that as the fiends who controlled the Alliance Army grew more concerned, their actions grew more drastic. Their soldiers permeated the north. With the nearmen to consider, there were likely two warriors for every civilian. If they were to seek the death of the Chosen at all costs, the devastation would be complete, even if the soldiers of the south did not sweep in to take the land they had been fighting for. 

	Somehow, Myranda had managed to convince herself that when the five were united, they would be able to prevent this. Now a being better suited than anyone to know the truth announced that such a miracle would not come to pass. She wrestled with the implications.

	"How? How can you know? How can you be sure?" Myranda demanded.

	"I have spent centuries in a state of global awareness. I spread my mind to the far ends of the world with the sole aim of locating the other divinely gifted beings when they arose. Four beside myself surfaced. The murk and haze of time and space have since swallowed three again," she answered.

	"Did you see them die?" Myranda asked.

	"I grow weary of your questions. I spoke in hopes of dissuading you from your stated purpose. I have no interest in addressing the depths of your ignorance," she said.

	"Perhaps you simply lost sight of them! Perhaps they still exist but have escaped your notice!" Myranda said.

	"Nothing escapes my notice," the being fumed.

	Behind her, Desmeres smirked at the remark.

	"I will find them. There is still hope," Myranda said, resigned.

	"Hope is a lie. Hope exists only for those who do not know the truth. For the truly intelligent, there exists only certainty. Who do you think you are, human, to even suppose that you might contradict a being such as I? I, who have existed since the first whispers of eternity. I, who am among the first masterpieces wrought by the gods," the being spoke. Strong emotion flavored her words as she progressed, but she endeavored to appear as cold as she had been.

	"Fate led me to you. Fate led me to Lain. Fate led me to the fallen swordsman. Fate gave me this!" Myranda cried, throwing down her staff and opening her scarred palm. "Fate has a place for me. Fate has given me a purpose."

	The being lashed out, grasping Myranda's wrist and twisting it painfully to gain a better view of the afflicted hand.

	"Blasphemy. Sacrilege. It is far better that I relieve you of this limb than allow the symbol of divine purpose to be squandered on so lowly a creature," she said, the malice of her words seeping through her cold exterior. As she spoke, the grip grew tighter, the twist more cruel. 

	Myranda dropped to her knees. Myn leapt to her side, baring her teeth. The young woman turned her eyes to the emotionless stare of the shapeshifter. Slowly, the mark upon her forehead, the very one she now punished Myranda for bearing, began to reveal itself. It had only been present when she was in one of the elemental forms until now. An instant before the enraged dragon would have attacked her, the being relented. She rubbed her own mark, her face revealing a glimmer of confusion and pain ever so briefly before her expression and the mark each faded to nothing.

	"You are not worth the effort," the being decided. "That mark speaks nothing of purpose. It merely labels you as a curiosity. If anything, you are a mistake, a failed attempt at greatness. The spirit of my fallen would-be partner--the swordsman, as you called him--must have branded you as a message of his defeat. With that message delivered, your brief, pointless role is fulfilled. I was quite aware of his passing."

	"Because nothing escapes your notice," Desmeres repeated.

	"Precisely," the creature agreed.

	Myranda held her aching wrist and stood.

	"How can the powers that be have made such mistakes? How can the very beings created and selected to protect the people of this world care so little about them?" Myranda asked.

	"Emotion is weakness. It sensitizes you to the trivial and blinds you to the important. Only in detachment can decisions be made clearly. Only in solitude can all efforts be directed to the appropriate ends," the shapeshifter recited like a mantra. 

	"Why do you even seek to save this world if you do not care about the people in it?" Myranda asked.

	"It is not a matter of desire. It is a matter of purpose. Purpose is the rarest thing in the world. Few beings will ever be given a true purpose for existing. Fewer still will achieve it. I was placed here to perform a task of which I am uniquely capable, and so I shall do it," she answered.

	"What of the others who share the purpose? Isn't it your duty to be sure of their fate? Isn't it your obligation to find them if you can?" Myranda countered.

	"It is not your place to question my decisions or interpret my role," she said.

	The debate continued for the better part of an hour. The shapeshifter, once unwilling to acknowledge Myranda's presence, was now determined to put the girl in her place. For Myranda, all of the confusion and disappointment caused by having her illusions of the heroes that would rescue the world dashed now had a target. 

	Desmeres sat in quiet amusement as they argued. 

	Myn was mindful of the shapeshifter. Unlike in Myranda and Lain's spats, here there was a clear enemy. Many times, the Chosen motioned as though she would strike the girl, but each time she held herself back. The creature mostly maintained her composure, but occasionally her anger would flare. Such bursts were brief, but notable. The ground would rumble in sympathy to her anger, and rushing winds could be heard even through the thick earth roof of the storeroom. The argument had not yet begun to subside when the sound of Myn clawing at one of the walls drew Myranda's attention. She approached the dragon and tried to find out what was the matter. The corner of the room she was in was pitch black.

	"There, you see. You cannot ignore the plight of the lizard long enough to finish your pathetic point," the shifter remarked smugly.

	"What is wrong?" Myranda said, ignoring the attack.

	"It would appear something didn't escape her notice," Desmeres said, the constant grin widening.

	"What . . . Lain. Where is Lain?" Myranda demanded.

	The shifter glanced casually about to discover that the malthrope was indeed missing.

	"I actually thought it was going to be difficult. I was confident that I could distract you, Myranda, but the newcomer was going to be tricky, and the dragon would have been next to impossible. Fortunately for me, you two turned on each other. He snuffed out the candle a moment before our latest ally first claimed that nothing escapes her notice. When she grabbed your wrist, Lain made his escape. I suppose what she says is true. Emotion does blind you," Desmeres said, pulling open a sack hanging beside him and retrieving a heavily-smoked piece of meat.

	"The hatch never opened. I would have seen it," Myranda said.

	"That may well be so--but, then, Myn isn't clawing at the hatch, is she," Desmeres pointed out.

	Myranda lit the candle again with a swift spell and investigated the wall. Before long, she found where a secret handle was recessed. When she reached for it, Desmeres stopped her.

	"I wouldn't. Not yet. You see, in case you haven't noticed, we make it a habit to trap all entrances and exits," he warned, chewing the leathery meal.

	She turned impatiently to him.

	"Here is what is going to happen," he began. "You and the shapeshifter are going to go off and attempt to find Lain. She may succeed, but you will not."

	"I have found him many times before," Myranda said.

	"You may find this difficult to believe, but until now, if you have found him, it is because he wanted you to. Because of the uniqueness of the situation, Lain was able to use himself as the bait to his own trap. Think about it. How have you found him before? The tooth? As you may have noticed--or, more disturbingly, as you may not have noticed--that little keepsake went missing from your bag at about the same time as the book you borrowed. Lain wanted you to keep it as a memento, but such an item is a shade too dangerous to us to remain in general circulation. 

	"All you have left is Myn. I'll admit, she would be a great help, but Lain above any other is savvy at disguising his scent. So you will leave and you will search, and when you realize the futility, you will try to find me. You will fail there as well. Finally, you may choose to search for the shapeshifter. I doubt you will be met with any more success there, either. And so your days will be spent in fruitless wandering, much as they had before, until you abandon this quest you have imagined for yourself. 

	"I don't say this to dishearten you or to dissuade you. I say it because you are a woman of great potential and the world deserves better than to have such a life squandered," he said.

	"The world deserves a future, and if Lain cannot be turned to his task it will not have one," Myranda raged.

	The shapeshifter allowed a hint of a grin to show itself.

	"Why aren't you furious?" Myranda demanded.

	"Lain has illustrated that he is not so deeply altered by his time among you as I had first supposed. He has abandoned both of you. To locate him shall be a simple task, and without mortals to slow us, we shall strike down this threat at its roots soon enough," she said.

	"You know I am half elf, and thus only semi-mortal," Desmeres reminded her, more in an attempt to irritate her than anything else.

	The shapeshifter moved dutifully toward the small panel that acted as a door for the hidden exit and forced Myn aside. Desmeres quickly motioned for Myranda to restrain the dragon. She just managed to do so before the door was forced open, prompting the same burst of hisses that had accompanied the opening of the surface hatch. The arm that had pushed the panel was now perforated with more than a dozen tiny needles. The shapeshifter slowly withdrew and analyzed the arm. 

	"Pathetic," she declared as she shifted swiftly to wind, scattering the needles dangerously in all directions.

	As Myranda dove for cover, the shapeshifter swirled through the hatch and after Lain. Myranda quickly climbed to her feet to follow.

	"Wait," Desmeres requested.

	"You have stalled me long enough," she said.

	The dragon vanished into the narrow tunnel beyond the hidden hatch. Myranda started to sidle along after her. 

	"You are right. I have stalled you long enough. By now, even if you knew precisely where Lain went, which you don't, and even if he were standing still, which he isn't, you would either have to sprout wings or have a very fast horse to even hope to reach him inside of a few hours. A few minutes now will make no difference at all. However, if you will listen to what I have to say, a few minutes may well make all of the difference," he said.

	"Go, Myn. Make a trail I can follow," Myranda said.

	She scarcely had to finish her sentence before the little dragon was out of sight. Myranda squeezed back out of the opening.

	"Say your piece," she said.

	"First, I would like to give you one last chance to make the correct decision," he said.

	"And what might that be?" she asked sternly.

	"Join us," he said.

	Myranda turned to leave again.

	"It is the only sure way to see Lain again," he said.

	"I notice you didn't court the Chosen One for such a position," Myranda said.

	"I had thought of it, but she is even more single-minded than you--not to mention that, despite being uniquely suited to stealth, she can hardly list subtlety among her many virtues. No, you are a far better choice. You have already revealed yourself to be an able negotiator, and you are quite capable of playing a role when properly instructed. Our clientele would be far more willing to confide in a woman. There are countless reasons. For you, there is the possibility for security, contact with Lain--and, not that you care, enormous profit," he said.

	"I will not help you kill people," she said.

	"If you must simplify it so, then why not view your own cause from the same point of view? What do you suppose Lain will have to do if you finally convince him to end the war? A great many very important people will have to die to cripple either army. Unless you suppose that Lain will turn to diplomacy. And no level of care taken will prevent the chaos of the war's end from claiming at least a few innocent lives," he said.

	"If we can find the others . . ." she began.

	"Yes, yes. The other Chosen will find a way, despite the fact that at least one is certainly dead, and two more are affirmed to be likewise by the only being likely to know. I think you know better than to rely upon miracles to do what must be done. Regardless, I have your answer. Let me just offer you a bit of advice. You see, as the Alliance Army never paid for you, and likely never will, it suits our purposes that you never find your way into their clutches. As such, I urge you to seek the Undermine. Their resources should be enough to keep you from the light of day long enough for Epidime to find a new pet target. The other generals stopped caring about you shortly after you were captured," he said. "Now go, follow. Take some supplies and good luck to you."

	Myranda fetched her bag and supplemented its contents with some provisions. She also selected a heavy white cloak that hung on one wall. It was likely one of Lain's, as it dragged the ground when it hung about her shoulders. With the far warmer garment in place and staff in hand, she set off into the passage. It was a tight fit. The tunnel was clearly a natural one, irregular in shape and claustrophobic. The barely adequate light from the storeroom lapsed quickly into complete darkness. She conjured a light in her staff and pressed on.

	 


Chapter 15 

	Myn must have been far ahead. Not even the sound of her scratching claws could be heard. There was only one path, and it became mercifully wider, only to have the ceiling steadily lower until she had to crawl to continue. This was not like the cave. At least there the walls, floor, and ceiling had been solid. Here, great clumps of soil brushed loose with her every move, at times making her feel as though the whole of the tunnel would drop down upon her. 

	Two long hours of painfully slow travel finally brought the night sky over her head again. She doused the light to a mere ember and held it low, so as to avoid notice. The claw marks Myn left in the snow were easy enough to follow. 

	As she traveled, she thought.

	She thought about how quickly Lain had run the day before. He had wanted the others to follow then, and still he kept a pace that could match a horse. She then thought of the speed he had shown when he faced that woman in the field after Myranda had escaped. How long could he manage speed like that? As she thought, a growing feeling of hopelessness hung numbly in the back of her mind. Tears welled in her eyes and the cold air stung where they ran down her cheeks. 

	Deep inside, she wanted to stop. She wanted to turn around, find Desmeres, and accept his offer. She would be safe. Comfortable. Happy. She shook the thoughts away. There was a job to do. She wasn't doing it for herself. This was for everyone else, all of those who had lost their homes, their brothers, their sons . . . their fathers.

	Myranda doubled her speed. The cold air stung her lungs with each huffing breath. Forward, find him. Find the others. End this. Her mind and body were turned so mechanically to the task that she didn't even notice as the sky grew rosy with the rising sun. She marched heedlessly across roads and through fields. In the distance, a town grew near. Before long, it was quite near enough for the residents to see the bizarre sight of a young woman in an ill-fitting cloak encrusted with dirt marching, eyes earthward, through a snowy field. A memorable sight. A suspicious sight. 

	Perhaps by luck, perhaps by fate, she escaped the notice of the townsfolk. Carried by legs that burned with fatigue, she finally reached the creature that had led her.

	Myn was sniffing and licking at the ground, confusion and desperation on her face. Myranda could tell that she had lost the scent. Through some trick, Lain had managed to wipe this last trace of his trail away. Myranda scanned the ground in the light of the morning sun as it filtered weakly through the heavy clouds. Downy white snow crusted with a layer of glassy ice, smooth and pristine, stretched out in all directions. Somehow there was not a single footprint to disturb it. Myranda's fists tightened. Her teeth clenched. Myn looked pleadingly to her.

	"It is all right, Myn. You've done well. Now I must try," she said.

	Slowly, she lowered herself to the ground. Her legs protested, but she paid them no mind. Myn eagerly nestled herself in the warmth of Myranda's cloak as the young wizard pulled her mind together for a spell. It was one of the first she had learned in Entwell. She shut her eyes tight, casting her mind out and searching the essence of her surroundings. She had detected him like this when she was in the Belly of the Beast. She knew what to look for. Slowly, her mind spread outward. The spirits of every person, every animal, every living thing around her gradually emerged from the darkness in her mind. She was first struck by how different those spirits seemed here than in Entwell. The flickering essences she felt here were to those of the hidden village as a candle is to the sun. The people of the world were weak, defeated. Their spirits were drained. 

	Next she became aware of something she had never felt before. Scattered among the mild essences of the people of her world were presences that seemed wholly opposite. Whereas the other spirits seemed to radiate, albeit weakly, these others seemed like voids, drawing in the light and strength around them. The more her mind cast outward, the more she became aware of these blemishes on the landscape. They could only be the D'karon. 

	She focused further. Somewhere far away, she saw a mass of bright, powerful souls. She looked to them. They clashed with similarly brilliant spirits, spirits that seemed no different. These were the men at the front line. The only spirited, truly alive members of her nation and they were one by one fading away, struck down. Elsewhere, a cluster of the black spirits clashed with the light, nearmen clashing with men. She wondered if the Tresson soldiers knew that the men they battled were not men at all. Did they, too, vanish when struck down? She looked elsewhere. 

	Suddenly she found something. There was an essence. It had the same intense quality to it as Lain's, but this was different than before. It was a measure stronger than the other spirits she had seen, stronger even than her own, and yet it seemed stunted, weakened greatly from what it could be. It was to the northeast, among the mountains on the coast. She focused more intently. She could almost feel its precise location.

	Suddenly there was a wave of something, something unbelievably powerful. It came from the northwest. The intensity of it blotted out all else. It continued, growing more and more powerful until Myranda had to pull herself from her meditation or be overcome by it. There was no doubt in her mind what it was. Even her unfocused mind was vaguely aware of the pulsing, surging force. The shapeshifter. Only she was capable of a force of such intensity and purity. And where she could be found, so too would be Lain, surely. 

	She turned her eyes to the northwest. Even at this distance, violent winds could be seen shaking snow from trees. Then she turned to the northeast. Something was there. Something that may be very important.

	"This way, Myn. We may not be able catch Lain by ourselves, but we may still prove Desmeres wrong," she said.

	Myn cast a second glance, understanding and not pleased at the fact they would not be seeking Lain. Always faithful, though, the dragon stood, ready to move. Myranda looked at the sky. The clouds had the glow that seasoned northerners knew as midday. She hadn't slept or eaten yet. She should seek some kind of shelter and rest. With the aid of Myn and her staff, she struggled to her feet. Her mind lingered on the essence she felt. Rest could wait. She could eat as she walked. She would find whatever it was she had felt or die in the process. 

	As she plodded off, pushing aside weariness and hunger, she was unaware of the minds that followed her.

	#

	In a dark hut, surrounded by books, Deacon strained his eyes at the last flickering images of Myranda. The minutes that had just passed had brought with them something he had been hoping for since she had gone. Every day had been spent searching for her mind. The best of days offered a glimpse of her as she pushed herself to the limit to cast a spell. 

	Today was different. Today, she, too, had searched. 

	She was not aware of it, but in those minutes when she'd cast her mind far and wide, her thoughts and his had met. He'd seen her, clear as crystal. He'd heard her. What she said, what she thought, what she felt. He knew where she was going, what she was trying to do, and what had happened. 

	As the moment passed and the connection was broken, he turned back to his tomes. The words were burned into his head. The path is changing. Go where it leads. He searched feverishly for the pieces he would need. No spell existed that would meet his needs. Not yet. He worked now with a renewed intensity, for just as he knew what she knew, he had learned something that she did not.

	#

	Elsewhere, a darker mind was similarly intrigued by the girl's foolish decision to cast her mind so visibly about. Epidime took care to conceal himself as he felt her mind shift to and fro. He had been busied by other things, but the girl who had managed to resist him was never far from his mind. 

	He was a skilled observer of spirits and souls. When the time came, it would not take long for him to find her unless she learned to hide herself as he had, but her spiritual equivalent of an alarm bell chiming had quickly drawn his attention. Had the newly-arisen shapeshifter not suddenly presented herself as a far more enticing target, he may well have intercepted the girl and finished what he had started, but for now that could wait. Conquering the girl would be satisfying, but his purpose above all others was to learn, and the shapeshifter offered a peerless opportunity for that. He had already learned that the one called Lain had joined forces with it, or at least fought beside it more than once. 

	The pair was formidable. It was best, then, to make use of someone disposable and observe as he had before. When he had learned the latest target's allegiances, strengths, and weaknesses, he would return for Myranda. She would be simple to find. After all, he knew where she was going. 

	#

	Far away, Lain sprinted due east. Desmeres had done his job admirably. The others had been delayed, and he had managed to put a considerable amount of distance behind him in that time. He knew better than to believe that he could easily put the shapeshifter off of his trail, but he had been pursued by mystics before. Though they used different senses, they followed the same rules. There were ways to obscure these senses just as any other. His task was complicated by the fact that she was undetectable to him, however. 

	When the being turned to wind or fire or any other elemental form, her scent was absent--or, at least, indistinct. Worse still, when she did have a scent, he could not be certain what it was. These concerns were now the last in his mind, though. The being had grown close. Very close. She might be by his side at this moment if not for the arena that lie between them. He knew the place well. It was stocked with all manner of vicious beasts, and of late had been used to punish those the Alliance Army wished to make an example of. 

	Long ago, the D'karon had turned their dark wizards to the task of creating ever more formidable beasts to fill the cages and face the condemned. Now the creatures that the combatants faced were twisted, crude, hideous parodies of nature, the results of those dark pursuits. The windy, swirling form of the shapeshifter had only just become visible to Lain on the edge of the horizon when the arena passed below her. Suddenly, she turned the totality of her considerable might to the task of eliminating these creatures, drawing the attention of the full complement of guards in the process. 

	The maelstrom she brought about had every bit the intensity of the one a few days earlier in the field outside the fort, and would no doubt result in the same rush of soldiers to investigate. He had to make it out of the area before that happened. 

	#

	For a moment, the mighty being surveyed her work. The ground around her was littered with the broken remains of black-blooded abominations. They varied in shape and size greatly, but some things were common to all. There was a roughness to them, a tainted simplicity. They were creations, attempts at duplicating nature. While they failed on most levels, she did briefly admire the almost mechanical efficiency that some displayed. 

	She analyzed the primitive "blood" that stained her now-stone hands. Briefly she considered shifting to the form of one of the smaller beasts. She had squandered much of her remaining strength in striking these D'karon creations down. Spending some time in a simpler form would aid her recovery. 

	Her reflection on the subject was cut short by the arrival of a mass of armor-clad soldiers. She swept her gaze across the ranks. Humans. They were doing the work of the D'karon. She would be justified in bringing them to the same fate as the beasts. Indeed, destroying the whole of the structure was quite within her right--but she decided against it. For now, she would save her strength for travel. Her stone form gave way to wind, and she set quickly off in the direction Lain had been heading.

	As she took to the sky, she marveled at her fellow warrior's uncanny ability to obscure his uniquely powerful spirit. There were beings half of a world away that she sensed more clearly than the divinely anointed creature she pursued. Even that infuriating human he seemed to show undue favor to was simpler to locate. It was, of course, a testament to his worth as a warrior. 

	Perhaps, just as she watched over him until she was certain he was worthy of his place, so too was he testing her. Yes, that was most definitely the case. Once she located him, he would be satisfied and together they would wipe the scourge of D'karon from her land.

	The shapeshifter continued her search, but she had underestimated Lain's skill. In more than ten days of scouring the countryside, not once did she turn up the malthrope.

	#

	All the while, Myranda trudged toward her own goal. She had no horse, and no way to get one, but it didn't matter. Over low mountains, icy fields, and through thick forests, the human marched. She slept only when she had to and ate while on the move. Myn faithfully by her side, the girl pushed herself toward an indistinct point in the mountains to the east. She didn't know what she would find there, but she didn't care. With each step, she grew more determined and more convinced that ahead lie something, anything that could help her. That was all that mattered.

	She now stood a short distance from the last town she would find before the mountains began in earnest. In truth, the path was already steep and rocky, but beyond here she would have to climb. Until this point, Myranda had avoided the towns. Indeed, Grossmer’s mining village had been the last semblance of a town that she had set foot in. 

	She thought long and hard. Hunting had been difficult for Myn, and the bag she held had been stripped of provisions days ago. The mountains were nearly bare. Myn would be hard-pressed to turn up enough food for one, let alone two, among the rocky cliffs that stood intimidatingly between herself and the target she sought. She would need to enter the town. 

	The risk that she would be recognized was small. After all, only the Elites and Epidime knew what she looked like, and Epidime alone seemed to still be interested in her capture. Of course, there were still concerns.

	Myranda looked down at Myn, who gazed pleasantly back. As well-behaved as the little dragon was, she would not be able to join Myranda in the town. It was a shame. The thought of a bed had appealed to her, but she would rather spend the night by Myn's side than in comfort. Not that it mattered. Regardless of what she needed, she hadn't a single coin to buy it with. She patted the little creature beside her on the neck.

	"Well, another night out in the cold for the two of us . . ." Myranda began, before something she felt stopped her.

	There was a dip in the scales of her neck, the place where the nearman had grabbed her. Her thoughts drifted back to Desmeres gathering up her discarded skin. He claimed it was valuable. She rummaged through her bag and found the trio of smooth red scales. As her stomach growled and she stared with concern at the rocky mountainside she would have to climb, she made her decision.

	"Myn, meet me on the other side of the town. I will be there soon," Myranda said.

	The little dragon quickly took to the air. Myranda had nearly forgotten the creature could fly. She shook her head as it flitted directly over the town. She should have told her not to be seen, but it was too late now. 

	Myranda headed into the town, unsure of how much success she would have there. A frosted-over sign proclaimed this place to be Verneste. When she entered, she realized that, for a town, it was rather small. The streets were utterly deserted, the people indoors, away from the harsh and constant winds. No one had seen Myn fly by, at least. 

	Squinting against the biting wind, Myranda attempted to determine what type of markets were lining the one and only street in town. Not until she scraped the icy snow from the fourth sign she encountered did she find something that might help her. In faded blue on ancient gray wood was painted a set of scales--an assayer or appraiser. They were common in places such as this. Miners were certainly the only regular visitors to this place, and the services of an assayer would be essential to determining the worth of their mine. At the very least, she could find the value of what she had to bargain with.

	The heavy door swung closed behind her and, for the first time in too long, she enjoyed the heat of a fire and shelter from the wind. As she warmed herself by the low flames in the fireplace, she slowly took in her surroundings. There were scales of various sizes, ranging from a small one on a desk at the far side of the room to one large enough to weigh bags of grain. Cases with jars and pouches containing samples of various substances lined two walls, while a third case sloppily held an incomplete set of reference texts. There was no purveyor in sight, though beside the scale on the desk was a large chime with a small hammer tied to its base. 

	When Myranda had warmed enough that she had stopped shivering uncontrollably, she gave the chime a ring. 

	After a third ring, heavy footsteps could be heard above, and soon a door was pushed open by a weary-looking older gentleman. He wore furs that had yet to see a tailor, still in the shape they had been in when they left the skinner. His face was unshaven and weathered-looking, with wiry gray hairs scattered among the black. Plodding over to the desk with a pronounced limp, he slapped both hands down, cleared his throat loudly, and looked her in the eye.

	"What have you got?" he asked.

	Myranda dropped the three dragon scales on the counter. He glanced them over.

	"Dragon scales. Haven't seen many of these in a while," he remarked, picking one up. "The dragon these came from was young, eh? Baby scales are hard to come by. Usually the hand that drops them on the table is missing a few fingers."

	He smelled them.

	"Fresh," he remarked.

	He scraped at one with a fingernail. Satisfied at whatever it was he was trying to determine, he placed them on one end of the balance, placing small pieces of brass on the opposite side until he was satisfied there as well. After thumbing through the appropriate book, he scratched a few figures a scrap of paper with a quill. 

	"An alchemist would give you forty silver for the lot. Good luck finding one. I will take them for fifteen, if you can afford the loss," he said.

	"That will be fine," Myranda said. Deep in her mind, her uncle’s voice scolded her for failing to bargain, but she knew it was better to take what she could than risk lingering long enough for someone to become curious about how she’d managed to secure fresh dragon scales. 

	"I thought you might feel that way," he said with a grin that showed teeth at least as poorly-kept as the rest of him.

	As she picked the coins off of the table, she noticed a rather official document among the scattered papers there. It bore the seal reserved for statements from the king himself, and judging from the state of wear the other papers showed, it was quite new.

	"What is that?" she asked.

	"Eh? Oh. I was supposed to hang that outside, but I thought the king would be better served by a message that would last longer than the next stiff breeze," he said, handing the paper to her.

	It was indeed an official announcement. As she deciphered the excessively elaborate wording of the document, a slow realization dawned on her. The words proclaimed that, due to recent escalations on the battlefield, all large labor facilities would be hereby transferred in their entirety to emissaries of the throne to be owned and operated by the Alliance Army in order to assure strong and reliable supply lines. The owners, it claimed, would be rewarded handsomely with both gold and exemption from military service. Not only that, but recently dissolved mines, plantations, and similar places would be re-formed and re-staffed to bolster supplies. It went on to list the harsh and numerous consequences that would result from the attempted sale to those unaffiliated with the Alliance Army. 

	It was madness to suppose that such actions were called for, or even worth consideration. The one thing that the army had in spades was military supplies. Virtually all of the iron in the world was pulled from northern mountains like this one. The one thing that was in truly short supply was leadership, and the administration of dozens of enormous enterprises would take all that the Army could spare and more. At first glance, there seemed no justification, but Myranda quickly realized one.

	Epidime had scoured her mind, and though he didn't manage to break her, he did claim that he had learned all that he needed. He must have learned what Lain's motivations were, that he spent every copper he earned to free those who were forced to work in the very places that were now forbidden to change hands. This was a blatant, heavy-handed, desperate attempt to smoke Lain out . . . and it bore the official seal of the king. 

	It was still not clear why the army was so interested in the Chosen. There was still the possibility that the military wanted their help, but from what she'd seen of those in command, the motives were likely far more sinister. The fact that a dispatch from the king himself was serving their interests chilled Myranda, as it meant that even he was not beyond their influence. Or, worse, that he endorsed their methods. 

	She pocketed the coins, replaced the page, and tried her best to force the maddening thoughts from her head. With the transaction complete and silver jingling in her pocket, Myranda reluctantly returned to the frigid street. There was a surprisingly well-stocked general market that replaced her ragged boots and provided her with a few days' rations of salted meat. The addition of a canteen, a pair of gloves, a blanket, and a more appropriate bag left her with five silver left. There was no reason to save any, so she fetched a few things that she didn't so much need as desire. A small knife with a sheath was a shade more useful than the dagger Deacon had given her--which, until now, had managed to do little more than perforate the bag. That, too, was fitted with a sheath that best fit it.

	She dropped the last of the money into the keeper's hand in exchange for a small bag of potatoes. Myn would be pleased. It had been a peculiar discovery back in Entwell that the little creature positively adored potatoes, and was even willing to tolerate visits from Deacon in exchange for one or two.

	The dragon was fairly prancing with delight as Myranda tossed her one of the treasured treats. The new boots made the difficult task of scaling the icy slopes a fair amount easier, and the pack that hung on her shoulder freed her hands for the task as well. With the aid of her staff, she and the dragon were covering twice the ground that they had before. Periodically, Myranda would stop to determine where the thing she sought could be found. It was drawing nearer. 

	When the wind stopped whipping long enough for the blown snow to settle, a pass between two peaks could be seen ahead. She felt certain that what she was looking for, whatever it was, was on the other side. If the weather calmed at all, she just might make it through within the day.

	Alas, weather is seldom obliging. The winds grew steadily as the hours passed, and though it was difficult to differentiate fresh snow from blowing snow, by the time the light began to fail, Myranda knew that she was in the midst of a steadily growing snowstorm. The nearest thing to shelter was a claustrophobic alcove beneath an over-crop that would at least keep the snow from their heads. There was nothing to burn for a fire, so once again body heat would have to suffice. 

	They slept huddled together, Myranda's cloak and blanket wrapped around them both. Myn's snout was the only thing exposed, thanks to the oversized garment. She could have pulled it inside, but her reason for leaving it out became clear when she huffed out the first of several bursts of flame over the course of the night. The heat that surged through her body afterward lingered in the warm folds of the cloak, likely the only thing that made the night survivable.

	 


Chapter 16

	Far from mountains where Myranda huddled for warmth, the shapeshifter dropped down to the ground and slowly shifted to her human form. Spending time in the form of wind was taxing, and she felt as though if she maintained the form for much longer she would be spent. Lain was near, she was certain of that. He had slipped into one of the human settlements, so it was just as well that she entered as one of them. She scanned around her. 

	In this form, her senses were as frustratingly limited as any other human’s. Virtually no light was to be had, save the weak glow from windows, rendering the only moderately effective means of observing the world that humans had at their disposal, vision, even less adequate than usual. Wind whistled away her hearing, and all touch told her was how laughably fragile these things were. They were actually endangered by the cold. She shook her head, rid herself of the annoying sense, and began to alter one of the other senses into something that could reveal Lain to her. Unfortunately, without some sample of a creature to work off of, she was having limited success. 

	Her mind, though, remained sharp, so long as she maintained a form that wasn't much more complex than the one she now occupied. She quieted her thoughts and felt for the essence that had allowed her to follow Lain this far. She felt him tantalizingly nearby, but something still closer drew her attention.

	It was a spirit--black, twisted, and parasitic. It was one of them, a D'karon, trying valiantly to escape notice. It failed. She turned her eyes to the source of the corrosive essence. Surrounded by four of the empty cloak creations was a scrawny, mild-looking human male with an out of place look of intelligence and confidence on his face. In his hand was a halberd identical to the one wielded by the remarkably powerful wizard she had faced when she first revealed herself. He smiled at her. As she surveyed her opponent, he surveyed her. She would have little trouble with this one. There was barely a trace of the energy that was present in the last halberd-bearer.

	"Attention, people of the fair city of Fleer. I represent the great General Epidime. What is to transpire is of interest only to the Alliance Army. Enter your homes and remain there until morning. Any individual who disobeys will be guilty of treason!" the young man announced.

	At the sound of the last word, the handful of residents who remained on the streets scurried quickly inside. When all doors were shut, the man spoke again.

	"I do so hate prying eyes while I work, and this promises to be a delightfully informative experience. That body you are using is quite familiar. I do believe those fingers clutched this staff quite recently. I must be sure to inform our men that she is no longer to be obeyed," he said.

	"You will not live to speak those words," she said, shifting to her stone form.

	"I am confident the message will be delivered. I see you have chosen the stone form rather than fire. Surely this has something to do with the staggering decrease in your strength since the last time you clashed with this weapon. Tell me, are you tired?" he asked.

	She flashed into motion. With improbable reflexes, the weapon was raised to block, and with equally unlikely strength, the blow was deflected.

	"Oh, yes, you are quite tired," he said.

	The cloaks floated backward into the shadows as the shapeshifter unleashed a barrage of increasingly powerful blows. Each was blocked, though the last brought what was certainly the crackle of bone from the man's right wrist. The man dropped the hand to his side and spun the halberd to speed with only the left. The shapeshifter raised her hand, meeting the blade with her palm. With an ear-splitting clang, the metal came to a stop. Her other hand gripped the shaft and tore it easily from the fingers of the man. 

	As soon as the metal left his skin, the look of confidence and intellect was replaced with one of horror and pain. He cried out and cradled the shattered right hand.

	"What . . . a-a-a-ah! What is this? What are you? What is going on?" cried the man in a meek, almost whiny shell of his former voice.

	"You allowed yourself to be subverted by a D'karon. You are tainted. You must be punished," the shapeshifter hissed, throwing down the weapon and delivering a bone-shattering backhand to the sniveling thing in front of her.

	The man dropped lifelessly to the ground, his head turned sickeningly to the side. She turned to walk away, but stopped, her eyes drifting down to the halberd. The gem in the blade was still glowing faintly. She lifted her foot to grind it into the ground, but before she could bring her heel down, the weapon slid swiftly toward its former wielder. The right hand of the beaten man raised. The fingers crackled open and clutched the shaft of the weapon. The scrawny man lurched to his feet in a single motion, as though an outside force had drawn him up by the shoulders. 

	The shapeshifter turned to the risen warrior. He twisted his head back into place and smiled.

	"Humans have the inexcusable habit of deserting their vessel far before it has lost its usefulness. I am wiser than that. You, too, show wisdom. You were not afraid to do what had to be done. That is an admirable trait. A lesser warrior would have pitied the usurped victim," he said.

	"Weakness in the face of the enemy must not be tolerated," she said, approaching him again.

	"I agree. You and I see eye to eye on a number of important issues. Have you considered switching allegiances?" he asked.

	She began to swipe at him in vicious attacks with her stone claws. He deftly deflected each, backing away as he did. The strikes were clashing so powerfully that the stone of her hands was beginning to fracture and break away. Finally, the entirety of her left hand crumbled and she retreated to regroup. Her opponent did not relent. Swinging the long weapon and gaining momentum as he did, the man struck again and again with the blade of the halberd. Cracks began to widen on the shapeshifter's form. 

	Finally, the man thrust the spiked tip of the weapon into her chest. The force easily split the stone and buried the blade, complete with the crystal it bore, halfway into the Chosen One's body. A pulse from the crystal shattered the weakened creature, and she was reduced to a pile of rubble on the ground. 

	"I wonder . . . can it be so easy? Somehow I doubt it," the arrogant man considered aloud. 

	One by one, the pieces of the shifter darkened to black and ignited. Before long, hundreds of fist-sized flames had flickered to life. The fire rose into the air, swirling and reforming until the fiery form floated above her opponent, brilliant eyes blazing with fury. The crystal at the end of the staff took on a brilliant glow. As the Chosen swept in for attack after attack, the gem was swung with precision. Some manner of magic struck the insubstantial, flickering form as though it were solid. 

	Finally, the shifter hung momentarily still in the air before dividing into a half-dozen intense balls of flame and surrounding the enemy. 

	"Well, now, aren't we clever," the man admitted. 

	The fireballs closed in for attack, but an instant before the first made contact, he drove his halberd into the ground and summoned a mystic shield. The fire clashed again and again with the shield--to no avail. This was more power than he should have had. He, too, had been concealing his true strength. Finally they withdrew, merging again. For a moment, she floated, considering her options. Slowly, she noticed a draw on her already waning strength. She turned to see that, behind her, the four cloaks had manifested charcoal-black hands and were drawing off flame in long filaments, attracting it like iron filings to a magnet. Each of the four leeched away strength and gathered it into growing fireballs of their own. 

	The shapeshifter tore through the air after them. Just the slightest touch would ignite them. Had she more strength, she would be launching long tongues of flame after them, but she had barely enough to maintain her form. After dispatching only one of the cloth abominations, she knew that she couldn't afford to squander any more strength in her fire form. She dropped back to the ground and shifted to stone once more.

	"Stone again? Show me something new!" her opponent mockingly demanded. 

	The three remaining cloaks now let their stolen fire fly. The first splashed across her stone form. Swiftly, she shifted to flame again, reclaiming the remaining two before returning to stone. The cloaks closed in, striking their phantom limbs against her rocky body. She dropped to one knee as lines were scored into her by the unnatural substance that composed the claws. In a burst of motion, she lashed out, managing to grasp two of them and tear them to ribbons amid unholy, disembodied screeches. The third pulled to a safe distance. 

	The shifter raised her steely gaze and locked eyes with her opponent, still protected by his shield. 

	"It is just as well you refuse to join our ranks. You would hardly be of any use to us," he taunted.

	The stone eyes narrowed in anger. She thrust her hands into the icy, cobbled street. A rumble began to shake the town. Suddenly, the ground beneath the man erupted with a spire of stone. He was sent hurtling into the air. Quickly, she took to the air after him in the form of wind. With a mighty effort, she managed to separate him from his weapon and hurl it into the distance. She then forced him, with all of the speed she could muster, to the ground far below. She lingered for a few moments until she was satisfied that this time the broken man would not arise. 

	She then cast her eyes to the east. She had nothing left. She would be helpless in very short order. With no options left, she streaked through the sky. There was no time to find Lain. Until she could recover, she would have to make do with someone else.

	#

	Sleep had been fitful, made possible only due to sheer exhaustion. Now it was impossible. Something, something incredibly powerful, had shaken the mountain during the night. The sound, like a crack of thunder, pulled her from sleep. A series of low rumbles continued to reverberate throughout the mountainside and valley. Each grumbling roar grew nearer. This sound chilled Myranda more than the call of any beast. It was the sound of an avalanche, the mountain shrugging off its blanket of snow and ice. If the rumble reached her, she would be buried without hope of escape. She slid out into the open and strained her eyes as white snow gave way to black night without so much as a glimmer of anything else. The only thing that penetrated the whistling wall of white and black was the thunderous roar. It was close enough to make the ground tremble. Tiny cascades of powdery snow began to form. There was no sense running. All she could do was hope. 

	Gradually, the roar subsided, moving down the mountainside. Myranda took a deep, relieved breath of the icy air. 

	Her ears, so recently turned to the terrifying rumble, now turned to something else. The wind seemed different. For most of the night, it had been waxing and waning, but it had always surrounded her. Now the shriek of high wind seemed to be overwhelmingly from the west. She turned to the darkness, raising her staff and conjuring a light in the gem. It barely cut an arm's length further into the dense night. 

	Suddenly, a chaotic, swirling form burst from the darkness, knocking Myranda to the ground. It was the shapeshifter, but something was wrong. She seemed looser, less defined. The slivers of light that served as eyes had a look of desperation. Fear. The windy form dropped to the ground, the whirling wind tightening as it did when she changed form, but just as quickly it loosened again.

	"I do not have enough . . . I need something simple. Something small!" she cried.

	Her eyes shot to Myranda's hands. She grasped them, pulling free one of her gloves. There was another burst of wind as the bulk of her form whisked away. What remained dropped to the ground, tightening and intensifying. Snow swirled into the mix. After a few moments, the snow settled, revealing a curious sight. Beside the glove was a squirrel, presumably a duplicate of the one that gave its fur to line the gloves. The tiny creature looked up with as much dignity as such a small face could muster, and spoke.

	"Congratulations, human. I have deemed you worthy to be assigned a purpose," she said. She spoke with the same clear, powerful voice that she always did. The sound could not have been more out of place. 

	"What are you doing here? What happened? MYN, NO!" she cried.

	Her companion was moments from snapping up the little creature. She froze when Myranda spoke up. The newest form of the shapeshifter turned slowly to the dragon, mouth still agape. She looked fearlessly into the cavernous maw. 

	"I would prefer that you dispose of the beast, but in the current state of things, it may be of some use. Keep it in line and it may live," she said. 

	"What happened?" she asked the creature, stooping to pick it up.

	"That is none of your concern. Suffice it to say that even my strength is not boundless. The greater portion of it has been stripped away by a number of confrontations and I shall require an amount of time to recover. Until that time, you shall escort me, giving your life, if you must, to keep me from harm," she said.

	"I will do my best," she said, extending her hand.

	Rather than allow herself to be picked up, the proud creature leapt to her arm and scurried to her shoulder. 

	"Your best is certain to be woefully inadequate. That is why you shall take me to Lain. He, and only he, is capable of providing protection, should it be truly required," she explained.

	"You couldn't find Lain?" Myranda said.

	"More pressing matters arose. Enough questions. You will find him. Forgo sleep, forgo meals. Until I am delivered to Lain, you shall not allow the pathetic weaknesses that plague your race to delay us. Is that understood?" the creature asked.

	"I can't find Lain. I have something more important to find," she said.

	"Human, you have been given your orders. Follow them," the creature said. 

	"I may have found another Chosen. Lain can take care of himself, and I can protect you. This needs to be done," she said.

	"You will find nothing of use," the shifter said.

	"You will never find anything if you don't look," she said. "And I intend to. If you do not wish to go with me, then you are welcome to continue your search for Lain alone."

	The tiny creature on her shoulder gave a frustrated sigh. 

	"It was an act of the purest optimism to imagine that I might have coaxed a small-minded mortal into acting in a rational and intelligent manner. No matter. I will recover just as quickly on an ill-advised, dead-end trek as on an intelligent one," she proclaimed. "Pursue your foolishness. In a day or two, when I am myself again, I shall leave you to your pointless errands."

	With that, the creature moved to the interior of Myranda's hood, curling about the back of her neck for maximum warmth, with her head facing casually forward.

	"Proceed," she ordered.

	Myranda had not intended to continue until morning, but now she couldn't bear to wait a moment longer. She was sure that she would find another Chosen, and now the infuriating shapeshifter would be present to see it. She marched forward in angry silence, Myn dutifully in tow. The wind and cold were especially biting at night, and with nothing but the light from her staff, the progress was slow. It became slower still when she reached the near edge of the stretch of mountain ravaged by avalanche. The ground was uneven and broken, great pieces of rock-hard snow jutting at odd angles, as though the surface of the mountain had been shattered.

	After a few hours, the lack of sleep and general exhaustion began to take its toll, and Myranda was having trouble keeping her mind sharp. In the past, she would have begun talking aloud to herself or Myn. Now she had a companion, albeit a bothersome one, who might offer a reply. She should have known better. She should have known that any conversation with the shapeshifter would end just as the last had--with angry silence--but the desire to hear something other than the relentless wind clouded her judgment.

	"Do you have a name?" she asked.

	"I do not need a name. Names are reserved for the faceless masses, like yourself, who are not unique enough to be differentiated by merit alone," she answered.

	For a moment, Myranda marveled at the creature's ability to concentrate so much condescension into so few words.

	"If you haven't got a name, then how would you prefer that I refer to you?" Myranda asked through clenched teeth. 

	"I would prefer that you did not refer to me at all," came her predictable reply.

	"Well, I must refer to you occasionally. Why don't I give you a name?" she asked.

	"Because names are labels, and labels are intended to describe. I do not maintain a single form long enough for any name to remain appropriate for long. Perfection is the only term that can consistently be applied to me, and even that falls short, as perfection is static and I am ever-changing," she said.

	"Call it a limitation if you must, but I have difficulty conversing with a being without a name. Will you at least allow me to choose a name that I shall call you?" she asked.

	"It is clear that you will not rest until I have allowed you to demean me thusly. Since your thoughts and actions do not matter in the slightest, I suppose I will permit you to assign me a title. Anything to aid your addled brain," she relented.

	"You are a woman, correct?" Myranda asked.

	"I typically assume a female form," she corrected.

	"Well, then, I shall call you Samantha," she said.

	"Absolutely not," she said.

	". . . I thought it didn't matter," Myranda grumbled.

	"I will not be associated with so common a name. Choose something more fitting," the shifter replied.

	"Then . . . Alexia," Myranda offered, feeling that the attitudes offered by her own alter-ego and the shapeshifter were quite in line.

	"No," the shifter said.

	". . . Gwendolyn," Myranda attempted.

	"No," she replied.

	"Well, what do you want?" Myranda asked.

	"Something that reflects my nature. I am fluid, I am eternal, I am ethereal . . ." she began.

	"Then why don't I call you Ether?" Myranda asked.

	"Ether . . . Ether," the creature repeated, as if to test the sound. "Well, it is hardly unique, but it will suffice."

	Myranda smiled at the minor victory.

	"Tell me, Ether, why did you have to take a simple form to recover? Why didn't you just step into a fire as you did before?" she asked.

	"I suppose this was to be expected. I allowed you a single concession, and now you expect me to answer your every question," Ether said.

	"You do not have to answer if you do not want to," Myranda said with a sigh.

	"No, no. I shall answer. Perhaps if I address your ignorance, you will become a more reasonable creature. It taxes my strength to exist in the form of wind, fire, or water, and though I can exist as stone effortlessly, it requires great effort to move and restores strength slowly. With the whisper of energy that I had left, were I to shift to flame, I would have passed my breaking point and lost my form completely before I could be exposed to a pure enough or strong enough flame to recover. Had I turned to stone, I would have had to remain motionless for many months in order to regain the strength to change back. By taking the form of a small, simple creature, I can regain strength at an acceptable rate while not becoming completely helpless," she said. 

	"It doesn't require effort to be in the form of a squirrel?" Myranda asked.

	"It does, but it requires less than it restores. Anything smaller or less complex than, say, a large horse, will allow me to recover," she said "Anything larger is taxing."

	"Do you have to eat or sleep?" she asked.

	"Only if I remain as a completely faithful replica of a creature with such impairments for a period long enough to incur such a price. I typically alter a form to remove such weaknesses," she said.

	"Do you know what the creature knows?" she asked.

	"No. I am privy neither to memories nor instincts of my form," she answered. Her tone indicated that her patience was flagging.

	"If you do not have the instincts, how is it that you know how to move and behave in a new form?" Myranda asked.

	"In the same way that one who builds a device knows how to operate it. I am exerting my influence over untold millions of component parts, each infinitesimal in size, to allow myself to assume such a form. Determining how the end result should function is comparatively no task at all," she said.

	"What would happen if you lost form?" Myranda asked.

	"Now I simply will not respond to questions to which you most certainly know the answer. You were present at the very ceremony that revived me from such a state," she snapped. "Honestly. How is it that you have survived so long if you do not even recall what little you have learned?"

	"I did not realize that--" Myranda said, attempting to defend herself.

	"Enough, focus on walking, lest you forget how to do that as well," Ether ordered.

	Any attempts to foster further conversation with the creature were fruitless. Myranda resorted to one-sided conversations with Myn and herself to keep her weariness at bay. The sun was just beginning to rise, shedding some level of natural light on the mountainside. 

	Myranda, though relieved of the task of providing her own light, immediately wished that the darkness had remained. In the light of morning, it was clear that there was still a long way to go before she reached her goal.

	#

	Desmeres sat at a poorly-lit table in yet another of the many safe houses and store houses that he and Lain had maintained over the years. He scratched the last stroke of a very official-looking document and rolled the expensive parchment into a scroll. Heating blue sealing wax until it dripped onto the document, he opened a well-locked box and pressed the seal hidden within into the soft wax. When he took it away, what remained was the official seal of the king of the Northern Alliance. For such a seal to be applied by any hand other than His Royal Majesty's was a treasonous act, punishable by public torture and execution. 

	He laid down the document beside a half-dozen just like it, each identically sealed. As he did, he noticed a similar document had appeared and, though weathered, it also bore the seal of the king. This one, unlike those beside it, was not a forgery. Knowing that it had not been there a moment ago, he knew that only one person could have placed it there.

	"How long have you been here, Lain?" he asked.

	He stood and turned to find himself face to face with the man he addressed. The assassin did not answer.

	"Managed to escape that shapeshifter, I see. Unless, of course, you are the shapeshifter . . . no. Somehow I feel that she would not have been able to resist the fanfare of a noisy forced entry," Desmeres considered.

	"They are preventing me from performing my task," Lain said, his voice fairly shaking with anger.

	"Yes, Lain, that is a fact of which I am keenly aware. I have dispatched messages to a half-dozen prospective sellers. All six returned, accompanied by a message from the king recounting the terms of his new policy. More disturbing than their return was the fact that they were returned to the entrance of the storehouse we had taken Myranda to prior to her capture by Epidime. I paid a man to find a courier to send the messages. Neither I nor he had been anywhere near that place at the time. We did not take the care to keep that girl in the dark, and now he knows far too much about us. 

	"Right now, I am attempting to send messages claiming special exception from the king's ruling. If they meet a similar fate, then I am afraid that we shall have to either move to Tressor and try our luck there or pose as emissaries of the king. That is, unless you can find a new way to spend your gold," Desmeres said. "Which I suggest."

	"He is taking back their lives. The people I freed are being taken back," Lain said, his fury dripping from every word.

	"Yes. That is regrettable. Nothing can be done, short of bringing the war to an end," he said.

	"Then that is what must be done," he said.

	"Lain. You and I both know that if such a thing can be done, you are the one to do it. At any other time, I would support you fully. But they are clearly trying to elicit precisely this reaction. The most fundamental lesson learned on the warrior's side of Entwell is to never give your enemy what they want from you," Desmeres reprimanded.

	Lain pulled open a chest and began equipping himself with the weapons within. 

	"Lain, think about what you are doing. I am in too deep already. Until you come back to your senses, I am afraid you and I will have to part ways," he said.

	"Then our partnership is terminated," he said.

	"So be it," he said, turning to dispose of the six acts of treason he had just completed. "I could certainly benefit from a few years free of assassinations and espionage. If you survive, do see me about weapons periodically. Regardless of the state of your mind, your hand remains one of the few worthy to hold my creations."

	He turned to find, not to his surprise, that he was alone once more. He shook his head slightly. It is a risk all beings face if they live long enough. The thing that you allow to define you will eventually destroy you. The passion to free those cursed by the life he had been burdened with had kept him focused for all of these years. Now it would kill him. 

	Someday, Desmeres's own passions might do the same. 

	The thought made him smile. He wondered what his price would be. What would he be willing to give his life for? He pulled from his pocket the tooth he had taken from Myranda and held it up. The price would have to be very high . . . Very high.

	 


Chapter 17

	Myranda trudged with eyes shut tight to keep the biting wind out. The walls of the valley funneled the already vicious gales into a frenzy of blown ice and snow. Ether was curled up in the hood, safe and warm. Myn puffed flame every few moments to ward off the cold. The only thing that kept Myranda's aching muscles in motion was the promise of what lay on the other side of this valley. Just a few more minutes and she would reach it. Just a few more steps and she would be there. Finally, the whistling in her ears died away and the ground sloped downward. Her eyes opened and her heart dropped.

	Ahead lay a small, flat-bottomed ice field. In the center was a fort that would have resembled the one that she'd been tortured in had it been complete--but it was not. It was a husk. Walls were crumbled inward like a fallen cake. Huge bricks littered the field around it, some at the bottom of craters. Some disaster had happened here, some earthshaking explosion. This must have been what had caused the avalanches. The tiny head of Ether's current form peeked out into the cold. She didn't say anything. She didn't have to. Her smug sense of satisfaction at the sight seemed to radiate out from her. 

	As Myranda approached the wrecked structure, her hopes flickered. The lower levels were intact. She managed to find a secure set of stairs and began to weave a route through the rubble. As she did, Myn sniffed curiously, intrigued by some scent within.

	Soon Myn was moving so quickly, dashing between cracks and shattered pillars, that Myranda could not keep up. She was making her way further down into the intact floors. With a light conjured in her staff to guide her, the grim consequences of the cataclysm that struck this place became clear. Great mounds of nearman armor lay scattered along the walls. The force that had brought the former owners to an end had been enough to twist and char the thick metal. Here and there, the remains of a human could be seen. There was barely enough left of them to be recognized. 

	A chill shook Myranda as the increasingly intact floors became all too familiar. The design of this place was precisely the same as the fort of her interrogation. Empty cells lined the walls. Here and there, a chair bore the same restraints that had held her.

	Myranda finally reached the lowest level. A large section of the ceiling had been torn free and was lying propped against one wall. Iron bars were embedded in the floor, but they were peeled back like flower petals. Myn sniffed at the edge of the propped-up ceiling. Quietly, Myranda could hear something from the space underneath. Was it . . . weeping? 

	Ether had heard it, too. She leapt to the ground and began to approach the sound. After a few steps, whatever was making the sound moved suddenly. Myn leapt back. Ether stopped.

	"You. See what it is," she ordered. 

	Myranda crept cautiously to one side of the propped up slab, holding out the staff. The light fell upon a sight she would never have expected. Shivering, hugging her knees, and sobbing was a creature not unlike Lain. She was a malthrope, an adult, but there was something peculiar. She was covered in stark white fur, from the tips of her fox-like ears and muzzle to her toes. Her clothes were ragged shreds, fluffy white tail drooping pitifully through a tear in her trousers. When she opened her teary eyes, pink irises stared briefly at Myranda until they closed tight again in terror.

	"No . . . No . . . stay away," she managed between sobs.

	"Calm down. We aren't here to hurt you," Myranda tried to reassure her. 

	"It was the monster. The monster came again. I . . . I . . ." the creature said before breaking down and sobbing incoherently again. 

	She had the tone of a frightened child. Myranda tried to reach out to comfort her, but the poor thing scrambled backward to avoid the touch. She crawled quickly out from under the slab, where Myn approached and inspected her. The little dragon was not defensive as she usually was, but nevertheless the sudden appearance of the dragon terrified the pale creature all the more.

	"No. I'm sorry. I didn't want to get out. I know I'm not supposed to get out. Look, I will go back. I'm sorry, I'm sorry," the creature stammered.

	She edged around the dragon and ran into the darkness.

	"No! Wait!" Myranda called.

	She strengthened the light, hoping to catch a glimpse of where the creature was running to. There was no need. She had stopped in the middle of the room, crouching in the center of the ring of ruined bars.

	"I didn't break them. The monster did. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I don't know where the chains are, or I would be wearing them. Please don't punish me," she pleaded.

	"No. No. Stand up," Myranda said.

	The creature quickly snapped up straight, holding her hands rigidly at her sides. Myn had grown curious again, approaching and sniffing at her. She began to tremble visibly at the dragon's approach, but concentrated on remaining standing perfectly straight.

	"Calm down. This is Myn. She won't hurt you. Here, give me your hand," Myranda said.

	The terrified creature swiftly obeyed, as though she were afraid that she would be chastised if she didn't. Myranda reached into her sack and retrieved a potato for Myn and placed it in her hand.

	"Now offer it to her," Myranda said.

	The creature held down the vegetable, shut her eyes tight, and tried her best to keep the rest of her body as far as she could from her fingers. Myn sniffed the treat, and swiftly snatched it up. She then licked at the fingers that had offered it. The malthrope couldn't help but smile and giggle at the odd sensation.

	"There, see? She likes you. Now calm down. What is your name?" Myranda asked.

	"You . . . you didn't tell me yet," she said.

	"What do you mean?" Myranda asked.

	"I didn't have to learn that yet," she said, tears beginning to flow again. "I swear, if the others had told me, I would remember."

	"What others?" Myranda asked.

	"The people . . . the teachers who were here before the monster came," she said. "Aren't you the new teacher?"

	"No," Myranda said.

	"Then you have to leave! You have to leave now! Only the teachers can be here. And the people who they bring. Did they bring you?" she asked.

	"No," she said.

	"Then leave. Leave now! Before they come back! They are--" She stopped suddenly, looking cautiously about and lowering her voice to a whisper. "They are bad people. They make you learn things. Even if you don't want to, they . . . they make you. They make you!"

	She began sobbing again. Ether climbed to Myranda's shoulder.

	"Well, will you accept now that there was nothing here worth finding?" she asked. 

	The weeping creature gasped.

	"Who said that? They are here!" she panicked.

	"No, no, no, it is just Ether--here, see! She is a friend," Myranda rushed to explain.

	She grabbed the creature from her shoulder and held it out to the terrified one in front of her.

	"If you do not release me this instant, I will incinerate you," Ether said with stifled anger.

	The frightened creature's eyes widened in terror at the bizarre sight. She quickly ran to the slab of ceiling and crawled underneath it, screaming all the way.

	"That thing talks like one of them! And it shouldn't talk at all!" she cried from her hiding place.

	Myranda apologized to both Ether and the terrified creature. She shook her head at how quickly she had come to dismiss the new form of the shapeshifter as perfectly normal. 

	"I should have warned you. She is a shapeshifter," Myranda explained.

	"I don't know what that is. Go away! I don't have to listen to you, you aren't my teacher," she cried in reply.

	"Please. I just want to talk to you," Myranda said.

	Something had apparently caught Ether's attention, as she scurried to one of the blackened stains on the floor.

	"You probably haven't eaten in days," Myranda said, pulling some of the meager and practically frozen provisions from her bag.

	"Go away. Go . . . you have food?" she asked, venturing a peek from her hiding spot.

	"It isn't much, but . . ." Myranda began. Before she could finish, the creature had sprinted out and snatched the piece of salted meat from her hands.

	She turned it and sniffed it, tentatively sampling it with her tongue. Suddenly, she tore it to pieces with her sharp teeth, sloppily speaking as she wolfed it down.

	"This isn't--" Gulp. "--food. This is much better. Food is nasty wet stuff. It comes in a bowl and it has no taste. Also, there is--" Gulp. "--never this much of it," she said, making short work of the meat.

	When she was through, she stared longingly at the bag the food came from.

	"Do you want more?" Myranda asked.

	"N . . . Yes?" she attempted, nervous of reprisal.

	"Here," Myranda said, offering another piece.

	Without a word, she snatched it away and swallowed it down. Myranda offered her canteen, which was emptied in an equally desperate manner. When the creature was through she sighed and smiled, licking her lips and sitting down on the ground.

	"I like you. You are much better than the teachers," she said.

	"I like you, too. Now, can you tell me your name? What did the teachers call you?" Myranda asked, joining her on the ground.

	"They called me very bad things. Things I don't want to say. There was a tag that they made me wear. What did it say? I . . . V . . . Ivy?" she said uncertainly.

	"Well, Ivy, my name is Myranda," Myranda said.

	"Myranda . . ." Ivy repeated thoughtfully. "I think they talked about you."

	"The teachers?" Myranda asked.

	"Yes. I don't remember, though. I hardly remember anything they teach me. That's why they're so mad all of the time," she said, shuddering.

	"What is this place? How long have you been here?" Myranda asked.

	"I don't know. I have been here forever, though. Longer than I can remember," she said.

	"What did they do here?" Myranda asked.

	"They kept me behind those bars and tried to teach me things. All sorts of things. They tried to teach me about places, and people, and things like that. And they tried to teach me how to fight. They did that a lot. I didn't want to. Then they brought in this man. He had a glowing stick like yours, only pointier, and he would put his hand on my head and make me know things," she said, shuddering again.

	Dark memories of the soul-searing time she spent with Epidime flickered in Myranda's mind. In her simple way, Ivy may have been describing his torturous ability to manipulate the mind.

	"This man, the one who forced thoughts into your head, what did he look like?" Myranda asked.

	"He looked like a man. I don't know. He was big. I don't want to think about it," she said, shaking her head as if she could shake his image out of it.

	"Ivy, what about the staff? What did it look like?" Myranda asked. "It is very important."

	"It was . . . it was . . . a two-handed, casting type, hook-and-spike poleax, a style of halberd, best suited for battle mages and paladins," she said definitively, as though the words had been read from a text.

	Myranda was surprised by the precise answer, and it showed on her face.

	"Well, I didn't forget everything they taught me," Ivy explained.

	"That man. Did you hear the name Epidime when he was about?" Myranda asked.

	"Yes, but not just that. It was always General Epidime. There were other generals, I think . . . one was named Teht," she said.

	Myranda remembered it as one of the names that Desmeres had mentioned.

	"What did she look like?" Myranda asked.

	"That," she said, pointing.

	Myranda turned swiftly, staff held defensively. There was no need. The form she indicated was slumped in the far corner of the room. She, for all outward appearance, was human, but the thick black liquid that should have been blood betrayed her true nature. 

	Myranda had heard of nearmen who were different. This must have been an old one. Whatever had killed her had been massive. She had more injuries than could be counted, though from the looks of it, they all came from the collision with the wall and single blow that had hurled her into it.

	"I should be sad that she's dead. I'm not. She was horrible. They all were. I'm glad I can't remember half of what they did to me. I'm glad the monster came," she said.

	"The monster. Tell me about the monster. What did this?" Myranda asked.

	"I don't know. I didn't see. They were teaching me something and yelling at me and then there was this shaking and this light. After that, all I remember is screaming. I was screaming, they were screaming. And there was the light. Terrible light," Ivy replied, trembling.

	"I have heard enough of this. Human, kill the beast," Ether ordered.

	"What? No!" Myranda said.

	Ivy was startled by the out-of-place voice and ran behind Myranda for protection.

	"Do not disobey me, human. Do as you are told," the tiny creature warned sternly.

	"I will not kill her!" Myranda declared.

	"Human, if I am to tolerate your presence by my side during this quest, then I expect nothing short of blind obedience. Now--do as I say!" the shapeshifter fumed.

	"I will not kill her and neither will you!" Myranda said.

	"I have no intention of killing her. I have ordered you to do so," Ether said.

	"No. If this was truly important then you certainly wouldn't trust me to do it. What is this? A test of loyalty?" Myranda asked.

	"Open your eyes. This place reeks of the D'karon. Their tainted influence permeates the air. That thing that you are shielding is no different. We are surrounded by death and destruction, yet that beast is unharmed. She speaks some absurd tale of a monster that rendered a fort and all those within to rubble, and yet spared her. It is a trick, a ploy, and you have been fooled by it. There is a stain on the floor there. It is Lain's blood. Months old. 

	"End that menace before it is too late. I will not touch that thing. You believe that you have a place in this prophecy? Well, this is it. Bring a moment of meaning into your useless and wasted life. Perform one valuable act before your frail, impermanent body succumbs to the ravages of time and the elements," the shapeshifter raged.

	As the creature continued, her words were ever more hateful and venomous. Myranda weathered them as she had a dozen times before. Myn was not so patient. She had learned the language well, and was quite aware of the vicious tone. She would not hear such words aimed at her companion. Before Myranda could stop her, Myn puffed up her chest and blasted a column of flames at the tiny form.

	"Myn, what have you done!?" Myranda cried. A fear that had been growing in the pit of her stomach as the argument had progressed suddenly surged. Behind her, the trembling malthrope whimpered, crouched into a ball and hugging her knees.

	The flames lingered for a few moments before intensifying and taking a familiar form. The shapeshifter had recovered enough to make use of them, it would seem. A few moments later her human form stood before them.

	"Even in anger, your beast proves more useful than you," she said. "Now, kill the whimpering animal behind you or I will kill you."

	"Tell me why!" Myranda demanded, standing firm despite the fear that grew inexplicably stronger inside of her.

	She cast a glance at Myn, who had stepped forward to defend her friend, only to droop her head and slink backward again. Myranda hadn't seen the creature show such fear since that day in the cave when the water caught up with them.

	"If I were to do her harm, I would be chastised for it," she said.

	"You certainly would!" Myranda agreed.

	"Not by you. What possible repentance could something as frail as you force upon me? I would be chastised by the only beings capable of such a feat. The gods themselves," she stated.

	"How?" Myranda asked.

	"The mark! Why do you suppose we who are Chosen must bear it? The mark is a link to our divine origins. It is intended to ensure loyalty by punishing any act that shows allegiance to the enemy. The burning of the mark purifies the body and soul of misdeed. There are some misdeeds too great to survive. Murder of another Chosen is foremost among them," Ether said.

	"That is the purpose of the mark?" Myranda said.

	"Of course it is. I suppose you thought it little more than a label to indicate one's status. If a Chosen One's superiority is not immediately apparent, then he or she is hardly deserving of the distinction," she said.

	"Well, then why would you be punished for hurting Ivy? Unless . . ." Myranda realized, turning swiftly to the slowly calming creature. "Ivy, have you a mark--anywhere on your body--that looks like this?"

	Myranda showed her left palm. The creature looked at it through teary eyes and tugged the neck of her ragged shirt. There, just over her heart, was the mark. The fur was black instead of white. It had clearly been present since birth.

	"She is a Chosen! She is a Chosen and you wanted me to kill her!" Myranda screamed. "Why!?"

	"She is clearly a ploy of the enemy. If we allow her to join us, it will mean our end," Ether stated simply.

	"How could she be a ploy? You said it yourself! If she were loyal to the enemy, the mark would have destroyed her," Myranda said.

	"The penitence is meted out by the soul. A being as naïve or foolish as she may just be ignorant of its own treachery until the moment he or she takes specific action against a truly pure warrior," Ether said.

	"Even if that were true, why would you kill her? She is still Chosen, and there are precious few left!" Myranda said.

	"Foolish child. The Great Convergence has yet to occur," Ether said.

	"And it never will if you destroy every Chosen you find," Myranda retorted.

	"Do you know nothing of the quest you hope to assist in? Until the Great Convergence occurs, there may arise as many Chosen warriors as the gods deign fit. A fallen Chosen may be replaced until five of them unite and turn to the cause. It is thus our duty and obligation to rid this world of the Chosen who have strayed from the pure path, lest they gather and keep the truly virtuous from their place. Now strike that beast down!"

	"No! There is no reason to. She is coming with us!" Myranda declared.

	"I can come with you!?" Ivy cried, jumping up, a look of pleading hope on her face.

	"She cannot!" Ether demanded.

	"Of course you can!" Myranda contradicted at the same time.

	Ether grasped Myranda by the neck of her cloak and shifted to stone, lifting the girl effortlessly into the air.

	"I could easily kill you and leave that thing here to die," she stated.

	Myranda coughed and struggled in the unbreakable grip.

	"Hey! Put her down!" Ivy objected, a flash of anger in her eyes.

	Myn, suddenly recovered from her bout of fear, leapt out and clamped down onto the stone arm casually raised as a defense. 

	"You are tolerated only so long as your benefits outweigh your liabilities. I will not allow you to endanger my purpose," Ether said. Her voice was as steady and emotionless as ever. She seemed not to be threatening or warning Myranda, but informing her.

	Myn shook her head violently. Her teeth scraped, cracked, and finally crumbled the stone of Ether's arm. The shapeshifter's hand dropped to the ground and shattered. Slowly, she turned to see the damage, dropping Myranda suddenly to the ground. She and her fallen appendage shifted to wind, rejoined, and with visible effort returned to her human form.

	"However, until I am able to secure a more sizable surplus of strength, I shall allow you to remain by my side, provided that you can ensure me that the animal you insist upon shepherding can control itself," Ether allowed.

	"Myn will behave," Myranda said, climbing to her feet.

	"I was referring to the newest beast in your menagerie," Ether corrected.

	"Is she talking about me?" Ivy asked.

	"I believe so," Myranda replied.

	"She's mean," Ivy pouted.

	"You will have no arguments from me," Myranda agreed. "Now, if you are to join us, you will need something warmer than the rags you are wearing. Did they keep any extra clothes for you here?"

	Ivy shrugged. 

	Myranda thought for a moment, reluctantly pulling what she knew of Epidime’s fort to mind. During her escape, she had come upon one or two storerooms that she had briefly considered as hiding places. Perhaps similar ones could be found here. Ivy must have been wearing something when she was brought to this place. 

	Myranda led the way up the stairs, with Myn and Ivy scampering with eager enthusiasm alongside her. Ether followed, conjuring an extra layer of clothing to ward off the cold that this form seemed so weak against. Doing so required a measure less effort than altering away the weakness. She briefly considered having Myranda tell the dragon to blast her with flame a few more times so that she could be off and done with the foolish girl, but the human would see it as a request for aid, and the thought of such an inferior creature feeling as though she had been able to help her was distasteful enough that she would rather await a more independent method to recover.

	Ivy looked with interest at the other floors, inspecting bars and cells as though she had never seen them. Myranda found the first storeroom. There were weapons and armor for the nearmen. Ivy rushed in, excited by the new things inside. Shortly after, she came running out with a club that looked as though it should be a bit too heavy for her. She managed to carry it with little difficulty.

	"Can I bring this?" Ivy asked.

	Myranda could feel the stern gaze of Ether without looking. If this newcomer was a danger to them, it was best not to allow her to be armed. At the same time, if she was to be of any help, she would need to be able to fight, and thus she would need a weapon. Myranda looked over the club. Such a brutish weapon looked out of place in Ivy's hand. It was perhaps the size of her leg and striped with iron bands and blunt iron studs. It was a cruel weapon, and the newest Chosen held it as though it were a plaything. Myranda pushed the thought that this innocent creature might be something to fear out of her mind.

	"If you are careful with it," Myranda decided, pausing for a moment as she realized how motherly she sounded.

	"Thank you!" Ivy gushed in a sing-song tone as she hurried off to inspect more of her surroundings.

	They were making their way slowly through the more battle-scarred floors now. In truth, though, it was only Myranda who was moving slowly. Ivy was navigating the debris with a dancer's grace, even with the heavy club in her hand, and Myn was right at home among the rubble. Ether squandered a bit of her freshly-regained strength in order to whisk immediately to the surface in the form of wind. 

	Near to the surface, Myranda found the caved-in remnant of a second storeroom. It had at least a few things that had some use, and was most certainly where the possessions of those imprisoned were kept. Most of what was found within was unusable, but Myranda was able to salvage a second canteen and bag, and a hodgepodge of clothing. An over-large, heavy wool shirt and a pair of leggings that were fairly close to her size, the former dingy white and the latter gray, supplemented her rags. One of the ubiquitous gray cloaks, also quite oversized, was the final touch. When all was said and done, the outfit seemed to suit Ivy. The saggy clothes and sleeves that hung past her hands were a complement to her childlike demeanor.

	One floor above was the wind-whipped field. Myranda cast one look at the wind and snow and was suddenly reminded that she'd had too little sleep and too much exercise that day. The thought of spending the night on the frozen ground was hardly an inviting one. She decided that it was best to spend a few hours resting in what little shelter the ruined fort offered. Shards of broken support beams were gathered together to start a fire, which Ether immediately took advantage of. The sight of a dragon starting a fire and a woman turning to flame and stepping into it had managed to become commonplace for Myranda, but Ivy marveled at it.

	"Does the dragon belong to you?" Ivy asked.

	"In a way, we belong to each other. She is more of a friend than a possession," Myranda said, eating the last of her meal that was a bit smaller than it should have been, thanks to her generosity earlier.

	"Oh. That's nice . . . Myranda? Why did you come here?" she asked.

	"I came because something inside of me told me that I would find someone very important here--and I was right, because I found you," Myranda said.

	She settled back against the wall, Myn climbed on top of her, and she wrapped the cloak around the both of them. 

	"Myranda?" Ivy said.

	"Yes," she answered, eyes closed and already slipping into sleep.

	"Thank you," she said.

	The words went unheard as Myranda dropped off into an exhausted slumber.

	 


Chapter 18

	In Entwell, other wizards had begun to take notice of the events raging beyond their city. There were forces, bursts of mystic power, which could be felt even there. All agreed that a momentous time was upon them, but few could agree upon the deeper meaning. Eyes began to pore over the prophecy once more. The elemental had been summoned, that much was known. Was this truly the time presaged so long ago? Or would the events be scattered across years or centuries--or longer? Most eagerly awaited the answers. One was denied them. 

	When Deacon had provoked the unprecedented answer from Hollow, volumes of dense prophecy had been spilled forth. Most were even more indecipherable than those that had preceded them. It had taken much deliberation, but it was the decision of the Elder that Deacon's failure to alert others--and, indeed, his dismissal of those already present--was inexcusable. The missing words spoken that day would never be reclaimed, and it was solely his fault. As a punishment, Deacon was forbidden from viewing another word of the prophecy, or any other book. For five years, he would not be permitted any apprentices or apprenticeships, and his casting gem was taken away. 

	The primary goal of Entwell was to gather knowledge. His actions had violated that principle to the highest degree. As he had denied the world of knowledge, so he would be denied.

	For a lifelong student such as he, this was devastating. For one so consumed, as he had been since Myranda's departure, it was doubly so. He struggled to retain the pieces of a spell he had managed to assemble in the weeks before the decision had been made. Permitted only blank paper, he recorded what he remembered, and set about fabricating the procedures and affectations that might fill in the gaps. He had to be careful. The spell drew dangerously close to lines forbidden to be crossed. 

	Days at a time were spent without leaving his hut. Shelves stripped of their books began to fill with loose pages covered in hasty revisions. The few phrases that he could recall of Hollow's last speech were nailed to the wall. 

	A long journey, necessary and deadly, is made safely in a single step.

	He had underlined "single step" repeatedly. On the increasingly rare occasion that he left his task to eat, he would make his way to the waterfall, oblivious of the whispers of his fellow villagers. Most were convinced he had slipped into madness. He would eat, and as he did, he would stare at the waterfall. It would not relent for weeks, months even. Impossible to leave . . . 

	#

	Myranda was shaken awake by Ivy. There was terror in the creature's eyes, and before she even spoke, Myranda could feel the flutter of fear growing in the pit of her own stomach. 

	"They are coming! They are coming!" Ivy whispered insistently.

	"Who?" Myranda asked, suddenly wide awake.

	"The teachers! I can smell them!" she said.

	"So soon?" Myranda said.

	Ether stepped from the fire and took on her human form.

	"It was to be expected. A fort staffed by a general was likely to be resupplied and restaffed frequently," Ether remarked.

	With strength to spare after the hours of recuperation, she whisked into the form of wind and launched herself to the surface. Myranda tried to follow, but Ivy caught her by the sleeve.

	"No. Don't go! Stay here with me! We can hide!" Ivy urged.

	"Myn, keep Ivy safe. I need to find out what we are facing," Myranda said.

	Myn did as she was told, though she clearly wished to stay by Myranda's side. Dutifully planting herself in front of the frightened creature, and fighting off an unfamiliar and unwelcome fear of her own, she faced the stairs to the surface. Ivy crept up and hugged the dragon's neck.

	"Don't let them get me, Myn. Don't let them get me," she whispered.

	The dragon shifted uncomfortably. She wasn't certain she liked this newcomer, but she had been given a job to do.

	#

	Myranda squinted her eyes against the wind. They had slept through most of the day. The failing light showed a few rows of soldiers and a pair of equipment sleds. Perhaps fifteen soldiers in all. They were nearmen. She could tell by the way they moved. Pulling the sleds were . . . wolves? At this distance, she couldn't quite tell, but they seemed too large. There was one more, behind the rest, but he seemed . . . different. Myranda pushed it out of her mind and considered her options. She was well-rested now, and Ether had some of her strength back. Victory was not out of the question if they were to clash, but it would be best if battle could be avoided. Perhaps she could conjure some manner of illusion to conceal them. She weighed this option with a few others. None seemed likely to succeed. 

	A moment later her decision was made for her: Ether drew herself back together into her flame form and streaked toward the soldiers. It would be battle.

	Like a comet, the fiery form roared through the air. Swords and shields were raised, but she still managed to destroy two of the soldiers with her first strike. The others scattered. 

	Myranda approached the battle, but kept her distance, more out of fear of Ether than the soldiers. She was moving so swiftly, striking at soldiers one after the other with such intensity, that Myranda felt certain if she moved any closer, she herself would be burned. The final row of soldiers, those nearest to the man who must have been their leader, drew back arrows. Two were aimed at Myranda, three at Ether. The arrows flew. Myranda threw up a hasty shield spell that only just stopped them. Ether laughed as the first two flew uselessly through her burning form, but the third was different. The head glowed faintly, and when it passed through Ether she shrieked in pain as a long stream of her flame seemed to follow it.

	The injured being retreated to a position well behind Myranda. Eight soldiers remained, as well as the pair of what were most certainly no normal wolves. They seemed to be made of stone, and they were nearly the size of horses. 

	Myranda conjured a wind as powerful as she could manage, hoping to force them back and away from the fort that held Ivy. The advancing soldiers began to slow, but the leader raised his hand and Myranda's spell instantly died away. She tried to restore it, but to no avail. Suddenly, the stone form of Ether charged past her. The leader signaled for the wolves to be cut free. Both met the charging shapeshifter. She knocked one aside and grappled with the second.

	Myranda was forced to shift her gaze from the spectacle as a trio of the soldiers drew near enough to be a threat. She thrust her staff into the snowy ground at her feet and focused her mind. Icy vines erupted from the ground and entangled the first of the soldiers, but before the others could be trapped the leader again swept the spell away. The single immobilized soldier fought at the vines. The twang of bowstrings released a second barrage of arrows, all directed at Myranda. She held up her staff and focused her mind on the arrows. Their paths shifted and struck the soldiers she’d attempted to entangle. Myranda looked away as they vanished into dust. The creatures would have killed her, and they were barely living things, but still she felt horrid that she had to kill them.

	Another volley of arrows was launched. Myranda attempted to divert them but the leader's influence quickly righted them. She continued to fight against his will. She could feel his strength against hers. After a final burst of will, she dove to the side. The head of an arrow hissed through her cloak and across her thigh. She cried out. Her staff sunk deep into the snow as she tried to regain her footing. The pain was terrible. 

	She struggled to keep her eyes on the remaining soldiers. They were approaching her. When she finally made it to her feet, she was surrounded. She tried to summon a spell to mind, but the leader of the soldiers forced it away. He stood before her. The man looked more like a nobleman than a soldier. His clothes were nothing short of regal, the kind more at home in a king's court than a battlefield. Nothing resembling armor adorned his body. He was either very stupid or very powerful. He had jet-black hair and a face that would not be out of place on a statue of a god. With a gaze that seemed to cut through her, he surveyed his foe.

	"Myranda Celeste. You are every bit the warrior I had expected. It is gratifying to meet you face to face. I am General Bagu, perhaps--" he began. 

	Myranda pulled to mind the last of her skills she had learned in Entwell. With a thrust, she landed a powerful blow with her staff. The man reeled backward. The break in his concentration was enough to let through a blast of magic to scatter the other soldiers. She tried to get some distance between herself and the recovering men, but found herself eye to eye with one of the stone wolves. Claw marks scored the stony hide as it slowly moved toward her. It left behind a mound of shattered stone. Finally it stood still, awaiting a command. The real danger was behind her. 

	She suddenly felt a crushing force closing in around her. She couldn't move, she couldn't breathe. Her feet left the ground. Slowly she was turned. The five bowmen stood before her, arrows readied, their tips fairly pressing into her flesh. The leader approached her, fury in his eyes. 

	"You have found your way to the last of the original Chosen. Should more arise, you would have been valuable. But your threat outweighs your benefit," he seethed. A pulse of will snapped one of Myranda's ribs. 

	She turned all of her own strength of mind to countering his. Despite her best efforts, the force was barely lessened. The best she could manage was to hold him off enough to stay alive.

	"Destroy her," the man ordered, clearly deciding now was not the time for a battle of wills when a simpler means of execution existed.

	Arrows were drawn back, but before they could fly, a charging form tore through the line of bowman. Myranda struggled to turn to see the form, but the force around her tightened. The air was forced from her lungs. The leader raised a second hand. At the very edge of Myranda's vision, the thrashing form froze.

	"Clever," he admitted, drawing the form nearer. 

	Now Myranda could see. It was the stone wolf. The fingers of the leader twisted cruelly. Waves of black swept over the body of the creature. It howled in pain, but behind the howl was a scream. Ether's voice. The stony form shifted slowly to the stone form of Ether as the additional mass of the wolf crumbled away from the human shape at its core. 

	"You shall be an adequate prize," he smiled.

	Suddenly he turned. Anger flashed in his eyes. The form of Myn hung, writhing in pain in the air. Flames spewed from her mouth until it was forced closed. Myranda focused her mind. The spell that held her was astoundingly powerful. Ether had shifted to flame and now struggled with all of her considerable strength, yet the grip barely wavered.

	"Let her go!" came a voice from behind him.

	Ivy's club came down, but it stopped inches from the head of the man who held the others at bay. He turned, and in a moment she too was suspended in the air. She began to scream in a combination of pain and terror. Myranda suddenly felt the hot sting of fear in her stomach. She had been frightened before. This was different. It was fundamental . . . primal. She felt it rise as Ivy's desperate struggling increased. Myn seemed to be similarly affected. It was as though Ivy's fear was spilling over to the others. Only Ether and their captor seemed unaffected. Soon the fear was almost more unbearable than the pain.

	"Let me go! I can't go back! No! NO!" she cried.

	The grip was loosening. Something about Ivy’s struggles was having an effect. Suddenly, there was a torrent of magic. It felt akin to the force that had been gathered to restore Ether, but it came all at once. A flash of blinding blue light filled the valley and a deafening shriek echoed from all directions, then swiftly faded to nothing. The hold on them was released. Myranda fell to the ground. Ether did not. She blasted directly at the powerful man. He was quickly consumed in flame and lifted into the air. The fiery form hurdled through the air and into the ruined fort. A few moments and a series of earthshaking blows later what was left of the ruins began to cave in. A flickering form erupted from the flying dust and debris. 

	Ether landed before Myranda. The flames of her body were weakening. The bright eyes wavered.

	"Quickly . . ." the voice pleaded.

	"Myn, fire--NOW!" Myranda cried.

	The dragon unleashed flame that seemed to wrap around Ether. After a second and third burst, the shapeshifter seemed restored. She immediately shifted to wind and launched skyward. 

	"The leader is not dead. I intend to withdraw until I am better prepared to finish him. If you value your life, you will leave this valley," Ether called out. Threads of fear were woven into her voice.

	Before Myranda could object, the windy form had disappeared into the distance. The ruins were still collapsing. If that wizard truly had survived, Myranda hoped that the mountain of shattered stone would delay him long enough for her to escape. She closed the wound in her thigh, moved her ribs back into place and healed them, and climbed to her feet. Myn rushed to her side to help her. 

	She scanned the valley, but there was no sign of Ivy, save one. It was a single footprint, more than a dozen paces from where she should have landed. Where were the others? The last of the bricks of the fort crumbled into what was now little more than a pit filled with jagged stone. Deep beneath it, Myranda could already hear a deep rumble. She would have to move quickly.

	Running in the direction the footprint faced, Myranda found another, more than one hundred paces on. Together they seemed to be indicating that Ivy had made her way down the mountainside along the steep but direct path that had been taken by the soldiers. Of course, with such massive strides, running hardly seemed the appropriate word. Somehow Myranda would have to find a way down with similar speed, or the leader who had nearly taken her life moments ago would be upon her to finish what he had started. Her eyes turned to the only other things in the valley, the supply sleds. They were small, the sort intended to deliver minor cargo. She turned one to face downhill.

	"Myn, burn the other sled, then find Ivy. When you do, lead me to her," Myranda said.

	Myn quickly obeyed, taking to the air once the sled was aflame. Myranda pushed the sled and climbed on. It gained speed quickly. Soon the landscape was whipping by at a terrifying rate. The path was a gently curving one, but at this speed, she had to lean all of her weight to one side of the sled to manage the turn. She could have used magic to steer, but a general throbbing in her body assured her that she had not yet tended to all of her own injuries, and she had the others to think about. It was best to save her strength. 

	Here and there, at the base of a treacherous crater, Myranda would spot another footprint. Myn was still overhead, far ahead of her, searching. The pass was growing more narrow, the curves more sharp. A sound from behind like a clap of thunder served as a reminder that she must not slow.

	Finally, Myn glided down and kept pace ahead of the speeding sled. She'd found something. Myranda did her best to stay behind the dragon, and miraculously managed to guide the sled safely through a series of successively narrower forks in the pass. After passing though a point in the path only slightly wider than the sled itself, the pass opened again. In the distance, at the end of a long, deep furrow that looked to have been scooped out of the snow, was Ivy, motionless and face down. Myranda managed to bring the sled to a halt. She climbed down into the furrow.

	Ivy's body was hot, almost scalding to the touch. A fair amount of the snow around her had turned to slush. The edges of her cloak were frayed and charred, yet her boots seemed little the worse for wear. One hand still clutched the club, the surface of which had been blackened and charred as well. Myranda rolled the creature over; her face had been in a hollow in the snow that looked as though it had been melted--or perhaps boiled away. The melting snow was slowly filling it with icy water. She was breathing, but only barely, deeply unconscious.

	Fairly soaking herself to the bone in the process, Myranda dragged Ivy to the sled. She loosened the straps and removed packs and bags that had survived the ride thus far until there was enough room for Ivy to lie. Whatever mysterious heat had kept her warm thus far was fading fast, and soaked as they were, neither of them would last long in the snow. Myranda flexed her knowledge of water magic, wicking away all that clung to their bodies. She then pulled off the rough canvas that had been wrapped around the cargo and threw it over Ivy.

	Carefully, Myranda probed with her mind, sweeping again and again for any kind of injury. Mysteriously, impossibly, Ivy was completely unharmed. Her only plight was that her spirit was utterly drained. It was only with the whisper of strength that remained that the once-powerful essence clung to the body. If this creature could recover, time alone would serve as the cure. With nothing more to do, Myranda sat on the edge of the sled and gave her racing heart a rest, Myn by her side. She tried to grasp what had just transpired. 

	In one day, she had found one Chosen and lost another. The one who had left her was anything but what she would consider a hero. Ether was self-absorbed and obsessed with her own superiority. The other was a study in contradictions. She seemed full grown, but behaved like a little girl. She seemed not to know a word of magic, yet she had a soul powerful enough to break that wizard's grip. Her will seemed weak, yet she was capable of forcing her emotions on others unintentionally. She could not land a single blow on the wizard, yet she was able to traverse half of a mountainside in a heartbeat.

	Myranda's head throbbed. She willed away some minor injuries Myn had sustained while in the wizard's grip, then tended to what was left of her own. She could not sense Bagu drawing nearer. Perhaps he had yet to escape. Another attempt to find him revealed that she could not sense him at all. Briefly she wondered if he was concealing himself, but she pushed the thought aside. If he had followed her this far this quickly, there would be nothing she could do to stop him. He had no reason to hide. 

	Standing again, Myranda looked over the supplies she'd uncovered. There was a longbow and some arrows, including a quiver of the crystal-tipped ones. Those might be useful. Another bundle seemed to be entirely chains, ropes, and shackles. Ivy must have been difficult to restrain. She separated a rope from the bundle. There was not a scrap of food or a drop of water. The nearmen must not need it, and if her own stay was any indication, the tiniest amount of that horrid swill would last months at the torturous rate at which they rationed it out. 

	Myranda secured the useful items to the open space left on the sled and began to push it carefully along.

	By the time the mountain turned to flat land again, it was well into the long cold night. The tundra was not nearly as cold as the mountain had been, but it was quite a bit colder than the field she had left on the other side. In her years of wandering, Myranda had never been so far north, nor so far east. She was nearly to the coast. Had she taken a few turns differently in her descent of the mountain, her trip may well have taken her to the shores of the North Crescent Sea. The sea was entirely separated from the mainland by the Eastern Mountains, and thus few ever saw it. 

	Of course, it had been her view every morning while she was in Entwell, but the thought had never occurred to her when she was there. Perhaps because it was such a paradise, the thought of an icy, forbidding sea would have been out of place. For a moment, she let her mind linger on more pleasant times. She thought of all she had learned, all of the people she had met. She thought of Deacon . . . 

	A gust of icy wind and a hint of light struggling through the clouds above the mountain shook her back to reality. If her sense of direction was not failing her, she was on the thin strip of flat land between the Eastern Mountains and the Elder Mountains to the north. Were she to follow the southern edge of these mountains west for a few days, the walls of the northern capital would come into view. It was the most heavily fortified and largest city in the kingdom. Nestled among the mountains and with a pair of legendary walls, the Tresson army could sweep across the whole of the Northern Alliance and be turned back by the forces defending the capital for years. 

	In the past, the place had been called Verril. When the three kingdoms united, it came to be called simply Northern Capital. It was a name as sterile and utilitarian as any that had been created since the war began, just another in a long line of changes that stripped the culture and history from the land and its people.

	With the capital so near, this was a dangerous place to be. It was clear now that the D'karon were the real enemy, and that they made up the better part of the Alliance Army. The capital was the point of command for that force. The generals in command of the army, and potentially the throne, would be there. Until the full might of the Chosen could be brought together, she had to help them as best she could to evade the grip of these powerful men. That meant taking the ailing Ivy as far away from here as she could until the poor creature could recover.

	Moving the sled proved to be a far more difficult task without the aid of a slope. Fortunately, as she had been forced to learn, the mountainside was riddled with caves. She came upon one large enough to conceal the three of them, but small enough to be certain it was not otherwise occupied. Before Myranda could even request it, Myn scampered off and returned with a pair of snow rabbits. Myranda was unwilling to risk lighting a fire, and the planks of the sled were the only wood to speak of, so she rendered the meat as edible as she could with magic alone. This being her first attempt, the results were less than ideal, but she managed. Again her mind turned to Deacon. He was a master of that particular trick. Somehow, he'd compressed the entire procedure to the snap of a finger. Had she known what lay in store, she might have asked to be taught that instead of some of the other things she had learned from him. 

	She fumbled through the bag for the stylus he had given her. It was still with her. She turned it about in her hands. Holding it reminded her that somewhere there was a place that was untroubled by the war. Somewhere there was a person like Deacon. Perhaps she could return there. Perhaps that was the place that would keep the Chosen safe until they were united. 

	Alas, there were far more reasons why she could not or should not return than why she should. The way could well be blocked now and for months to come. Even if it were open, the journey was perilous and she doubted that she remembered it well enough to navigate it safely. Aside from all of that, there were other Chosen to find . . . or were there?

	A comment made by her recent foe echoed in her mind. She'd been too frightened and distracted to consider it before. He'd said that she had found her way to the last of the original Chosen. Lain and Ether were each original, and the swordsman was dead. Even if Ivy were an original, there should have been one more. The D'karon must have killed it. A dark feeling came to the pit of Myranda's stomach. 

	If this war was ever to end, it would mean that the D'karon would need to be defeated, but they had managed to kill two of the mightiest warriors ever to exist, and capture two others. Only Ether had evaded their grasp entirely, and that was largely due to the fact that for thousands of years she had barely existed. 

	Two things were now quite clear. First, the foes she faced were far more powerful than she had thought, and second, there were two Chosen that remained to be found. The second point was made more distressing by the fact that there was no prophecy to guide her in her search. What were the two that remained? An artistic prodigy and a strategist. 

	Myranda turned to the still body of Ivy. Neither could be considered a description of the creature she had found. She was one of the new Chosen; a replacement, somehow. But that contradicted what the man in the valley had said. Had he been trying to confuse her?

	Myranda climbed from the cold ground to the edge of the sled. The cold would be distracting, and she could not afford that right now. She had found Ivy; she could find the others the same way. She clutched her staff, closed her eyes, and opened her mind. Ivy's essence flickered weakly beside her, and upon her lap was curled the small, pure spirit of Myn. She spread her consciousness. 

	As her mind swept outward, she could feel the mountainside scattering her concentration more and more as it crept further south. Finally, there came a mountain beyond which all else was obscured. This, no doubt, was the same mountain that the cave of the beast wound through, leading to Entwell. She shifted her focus. The faint, defeated souls of the people of her land glinted like stars reflected in a glassy lake--save one. One burned like a sun, drowning out those that surrounded. Ether. 

	She strained to see more, but ever outward there was the same until her mind swept across the vast darkness that was the sea beyond the western shore. Nothing offered even a whisper of the strength that she had felt in Ivy, or that she had seen in Ether. Not even Lain could be seen. Here and there, a presence seemed to flick in and out of sight, like an insect flitting past. Nothing more revealed itself.

	The mountainside and its unique ability to blind the mind's eye concealed most of the south from her. There was the chance that what she sought could be found there. She focused harder. There had to be a way to look beyond. She strained, pulling and stretching her mind with all of her might. Slowly--agonizingly so--she could feel her vantage point changing, moving forward. The shift was accompanied by a peculiar feeling. It felt something like losing her balance, but in a far more profound and fundamental way. Whispers of the stronger souls to the south peeked tantalizingly at the edge of the hazy disruption the mountain caused.

	Suddenly, the feeling of disorientation grew a thousand-fold. She felt as though she was falling. At the same time, all semblance of physical distraction dropped away. The cold, the sound of the wind at the cave's mouth--it all vanished. The faint flickers around her became infinitely more vivid. The spirits of the people of the villages, once barely detectable, now shone brilliantly. Between them--and, indeed, everywhere around her--was a general glow. It was fluid and alive, shifting like wind. 

	Tight clusters of black voids seemed to draw in this ambient glow. The nearmen. Three voids stood out among them. One was in the distance, where she reasoned the capital must be. Another was far to the west. The third was in a field, not far from her. Also in the field was something she could not immediately identify. It was muted, weaker than it seemed it should be, but undeniably there. 

	It was Lain. He was concealing his spirit somehow, but it was certainly him. A similar essence, muted and concealed, was further to the west. Another Chosen? She tried to focus more intently on this unknown form, but her mind had reached its limit. It didn't matter. She had a direction. She had hope. For now, that would be enough.

	She tried to release her concentration. Instead of the world rushing in, she felt the tumbling, spinning disorientation increase. She felt as though she was slipping away. Quickly, she focused again, trying to get her bearings. A realization swiftly dawned upon her. She was viewing the world as though she were high above the field to the west of the mountainside. She was not in the cave. She was not in her body. 

	For the first time, she turned her attentions to herself. She tried to move, but the muscles she tried to manipulate did not exist. She moved only when she willed it so, manipulating her "body" solely through magic. She was unconstrained by the physical world, drifting to and fro according to her mind's desire. Though the motion was easy enough to master, it was not effortless. She could feel her focus weakening. She did not know what would happen to her if she weakened to the point that she lacked the will to move. She didn't want to find out. Desperately, she searched for her body, but in this state only magic and spirit were visible, and her body had none. Instead, she sought out Myn.

	The dragon remained faithfully on her lap, and with the familiar essence to guide her, Myranda's spirit reached her body. The very instant she slipped her astral limbs into her physical ones, she jerked into full consciousness. She was cold. Very cold. Her body must have been near death during her absence, leaving her chilled to the core. She began to tremble violently, waking the dragon. Puffing a few breaths of flame to ward off the chill, Myn slipped quickly back into slumber. Myranda, spent from her ordeal, soon followed.

	#

	Far across the field, high in the sky, Ether soared. A few bursts of dragon fire were not nearly enough to restore the strength she had wasted in her battle. She cursed herself for her weakness. 

	The D'karon were far more formidable than she had anticipated. Of course, she'd had to compensate for the weakness of the human. That was surely the primary cause of her difficulty, but allowing herself to grow so weak was inexcusable. She trained her mind on the essence of her fellow Chosen. He was certainly below, but somehow he was still capable of concealing himself from even her keen senses. He was a testament to the superiority of those who could rightly call themselves Chosen. Not like the beast the human had found. 

	The blindness of that weak-minded and softhearted girl was astonishing. Any fool could see that the creature she had found had been corrupted by the enemy. How else could it have escaped her notice? The thought of the human having some ability that she lacked was laughable. Still, she had proven useful. And she did bear the mark . . . 

	#

	Lain drew in a deep breath, analyzing the air for any hint of Myranda's scent. The wind was sweeping down off of the mountain, but the traces of her scent were weak. She was ahead, but she had come from the mountain, not through this field. He didn't care. The important thing was that she was near. Even he was not certain how he had known where to find her, but long ago he'd learned to trust his instincts on such matters.

	The wind shifted and Lain swiftly sampled it. It carried a foreign scent, one far too near and far too fresh for comfort. He dropped low to the ground. The cloudy sky brought little in the way of light, but he'd been blessed with eyes that needed scarcely any. There was a form, far to the south, that stood motionless in the field. It seemed to be considering its surroundings. After a time, it turned south. 

	Lain held perfectly still for more than an hour. Not until the form had vanished completely from his view did he allow himself to continue. He immediately resumed his journey toward Myranda. He had not eaten in days and he was nearly frozen, but none of that mattered. Nothing mattered but the purpose to which he had devoted his life. No one must suffer as he had. If the war stood between him and his goal, then the war must end. There was no other option. 

	As he drew nearer, Myranda's scent grew stronger. The dragon, Myn, was with her. And . . . something else. He couldn't place the scent. It toyed with him, undeniably present, yet barely noticeable. 

	He slipped into the cave's dark interior. Myranda and Myn were asleep in a heap hunched against a sled. Something was asleep atop the sled. He drew in the scent, but still it eluded him. His eyes fought to make out the form strewn with makeshift blankets. He approached it. Only the head showed. It looked like . . . His heart began to beat harder. His legs seemed to weaken. His mind would not accept what was before him. Could it be? After all of these years? It was . . . another malthrope.

	 


Chapter 19

	Myranda was shaken awake. Lain's face was inches from hers. Eyes she had rarely seen show a drop of emotion were saturated with angst, confusion, urgency.

	"Who is she! Where did you find her! What happened to her!" He demanded, voice desperate.

	"Lain! Where did you come from?" Myranda asked, sleep reluctant to release her from its grasp.

	"Answer me!" He demanded.

	"There was a ruined fort in the mountains. She was inside," Myranda said.

	"Tell me that she isn't one of them," he said, almost pleadingly.

	"She is not a D'karon. She is on our side," Myranda assured him.

	Rather than a look of relief, a far more desperate look came to his face.

	"TELL ME SHE DOESN'T HAVE THE MARK! TELL ME SHE IS NOT A PART OF THIS SUICIDE!" he demanded, shaking her violently again.

	"S-she does. She is Chosen," Myranda shakily answered.

	Lain released her and stepped away. The shaking and yelling had awoken Myn. She was overjoyed at the first sight of Lain, but something was wrong. He looked broken, devastated. He dropped to his knees, eyes distant and unfocused. His gaze shifted to the ground. 

	"In my life, I have been everywhere in this war-torn land. I have been past the southern most of Tresson cities. I have been inside the Northern Capital. I have seen both oceans. In all of my years, I have seen only three of my own kind. I only truly knew one. Since I last saw any of them, five long decades have passed. I had come to accept that I was the last, that my race would die with me. It didn't matter anymore. Now I find one of my own. Not just one of my kind, but one of my kin, and fate has chosen that she must . . ." he stated, trailing off.

	His fists clenched.

	"Kin? She . . . she is in your family? You know her?" Myranda asked.

	"I've never seen her, but her scent is almost identical to mine. What happened to her?" he asked, voice distant and defeated.

	"Some soldiers and a wizard approached. We fought off the soldiers, but the wizard nearly destroyed us. She managed to break his grip somehow and she was gone. I found her half of a mountain away, like this. She hasn't moved since," Myranda said.

	"She is weak . . . Will she live?" Lain asked.

	"Time will tell," Myranda said.

	Lain was silent for a time. Myn nudged his tightly-clenched fist. The fingers opened and stroked the adoring creature. The pained look on his face faded into a look of contemplation. His eyes closed.

	"The war must end," he declared.

	"You saw the proclamation from the king," she said.

	"What does it matter? It is what you wanted," he said.

	"Why have you come to me?" she asked.

	"I know you. I know that you are devoted to this cause. I know that you have talents that will be indispensable," he said.

	"Won't Desmeres be of more help than I?" she asked.

	"He is not foolish enough to involve himself," he said.

	"You called this suicide. Do you believe that?" Myranda asked.

	"We are too few and too weak to bring this war safely to an end. Powerful men wish for it to continue. The war is what gives them their power. They would sooner see their own children die than give up that power. Reaching them will be difficult, killing them more so. The consequences will be inescapable. This will lead to our deaths. There can be no doubt. But it must be done," he said.

	"You are talking about the five generals. You plan to end the war by killing the leadership of the Alliance Army," Myranda said. His words did little to help her confidence, save one. He had said "we." From this point forward, they were in this together.

	"It is the only way," he said.

	"The army will crumble. The south will overrun the north," she said.

	He was silent.

	"Do you even care?" she asked.

	"The south has no interest in the continuation of the war. They are a stronger, more able force. They have little to gain from this wasteland. They only wish to retain that which belongs to them. The day the soldiers on the north side of the border drop their weapons, those in the south will do the same," he said.

	"So . . . the deaths of these five will bring this war to an end for certain," she said.

	"It is by no means certain, but it is as likely a method as any," he said.

	"Won't others arise to take their place?" Myranda asked.

	"If more must be done, more shall be done," he stated.

	Myn suddenly decided that she had been lax in her duties and streaked off to fetch a meal for her long-absent friend. Lain stood and turned to the sleeping form on the sled.

	"Her name is Ivy," Myranda said.

	He placed a hand on her head.

	"I need to warn you. She isn't . . . she must have been in their clutches for a long time. Whatever they did . . . she isn't well," Myranda said, finding herself in the unique position of protecting Lain's feelings.

	"What is wrong with her?" Lain asked.

	"She can't remember anything. What happened to her, even who she is. She is like a child," Myranda said.

	"It is just as well. What happens at the hands of the D'karon is best forgotten," he said.

	"I don't think I will ever forget," Myranda said, shivering. "Epidime was the one who tortured me. He was among those who Ivy had to endure as well."

	Lain shook his head.

	"I faced Demont . . . playing against our strengths," he muttered.

	"What?" Myranda asked.

	"Epidime specializes in the mind, Demont the body. Had our captors been switched, we each might have been broken. They are testing our strongest qualities," he said.

	"The general called Teht. Did she have a specialty?" Myranda asked.

	"She deals with wizards," Lain said.

	"We found her dead in the ruined fort," Myranda said.

	"Then our task is made somewhat simpler," he said. After a moment more of contemplation, he came to a swift decision. "We must leave."

	The suddenness of the comment and the conviction in his voice took Myranda by surprise.

	"Leave? Now?" she questioned.

	"There are a few more hours of darkness. We will need them. The longer that we delay, the more likely our discovery," he said.

	"But where are we going to go?" Myranda asked, gathering together her things.

	"Tressor. There are a number of people there who have yet to settle their debts. They shall be made to protect her," he said.

	"But, the prophecy says--" Myranda objected.

	"I do not care about the prophecy," he said.

	"Surely even you cannot deny the truth now," she said.

	"I deny nothing. I intend to keep this creature from the fate that I have chosen for myself," he said.

	"But if you hope to succeed, you will need her help!" she cried.

	"Myranda, it is a war. We face an army at best, a pair of them at worst. There are only two ways to face a force of such size. The first is to meet it with equal strength or greater. One hundred and fifty years of failure is all that can be shown for that. What remains is our only viable option: to strike with a small enough force to avoid notice, and to strike at the very highest level. Cut off the head. 

	"If the king were truly the seat of power, then the deed would already be done, but our targets are more numerous, and far too canny to allow themselves to be taken in a single blow. They will need to be taken one at a time, but in swift succession. I will require your aid to recover quickly enough from the injuries I am certain to endure. It is for this reason alone that doubling the size of the force should even be considered. Even allowing Myn to remain with us is a risk I hesitate to take. To imagine that a force of five--even five that match my skill--can slip through as easily as one is foolish. To suggest that a force which includes one such as the shapeshifter could do so is madness," he said.

	Without another word, he wrapped the makeshift blankets more tightly about the unconscious creature and threw her across his shoulders. It was futile to argue any longer. His mind was clearly set. Myranda gathered the bow, arrows, and rope from the sled and quickly followed Lain. Even with Ivy to carry, he set a pace that was difficult to match. They had been back in the cold of night for several minutes when Myn came trotting up with her gift for Lain. When he showed no interest, she carried it faithfully behind him. 

	Lain seemed tireless as the sun struggled to turn the black clouds of night into the gray clouds of day. All the while, he seemed more cautious than usual, sniffing the air and casting nervous glances to the southwest. The short day passed without a single word from any of the travelers. Night was well and truly upon them again before the silence was broken.

	Lain's previous departure had been a sudden one, and had left Myranda with a mind full of questions. The intervening time had done little to dull the edge of her uncertainties. The silence, and having Lain so tantalizingly near, had stirred the thoughts to mind with renewed intensity.

	"Lain, earlier you spoke of Demont. You said you faced him. When?" she asked.

	"When you were in Ravenwood with the white wizard," he answered.

	"What happened?" she asked.

	"The Elites were after you, and you were in Wolloff's tower. I knew it was only a matter of time before they found you. I too was a target. To keep them from you, I allowed myself to be taken," he answered.

	"And they took you to Demont?" she asked.

	"To be tested, though any other man but Demont would have called it torture. He wanted to break me, to know my limit, but in time he lost interest and moved on, taking only the blood he had collected from me. I was left chained to a bed of spikes, dangling over a pit of flames. I was alone. I managed to wrap a chain around one of the spikes and levered it free. By the time the guards had noticed, I'd managed to free myself and escape. The Elites were dispatched to find me. You found me after I'd finished them," he explained.

	"That . . . that's horrible," she uttered.

	For a time, she contemplated the ordeal he must have endured, but soon another question forced the thoughts aside.

	"Lain. Desmeres . . . he told you about the book," Myranda assumed.

	"The one you stole from me. He did," came the reply.

	"I found the page . . . the entry with Sam Rinthorne. The one from the day of the massacre. There was one beneath it. I couldn't read it . . . but it was in Kenvard," she said.

	Lain was silent.

	"Lain . . . after the massacre, Kenvard was gone. How could . . ." she began. 

	Her voice was being choked off by a knot forming in her throat. Her vision was blurred by tears.

	"It happened during the massacre," he said.

	"What . . . who?" Myranda managed to ask.

	"Rinthorne had hired me to find and seal the leak. Shortly after I recovered the intelligence, I was found. One of the Elites. They had been searching for me for years by that time. The man who found me. He was your father," Lain said.

	The words shot like a bolt of lightning through Myranda's mind.

	"He captured me. Before bringing me in, he found the intelligence. He read it. He seemed to think that something was wrong with it. A bargain was made. I was to be released, and he would destroy any information they had accumulated about me. In exchange, I was to go to Kenvard and save his family from the coming siege. When I reached the city walls, the gates had already been breached. The building he had told me to search was empty. In the chaos, I managed to locate two blood relatives by scent. You and your uncle. I cleared an exit; your uncle found it. Despite the fact I could not save the others, your father kept his word. Overnight, the hunt for me came to a halt, the trail rendered cold. 

	"I learned that shortly after that his treachery was discovered. He was put in the dungeon in Northern Capital," Lain said.

	Myranda was silent. She felt numb, and not because of the cold. The cold, the night, the world, they were all a thousand miles away. Her mind was burning with his words. Lain, all those years ago, had spoken to her father. It was his doing that she had survived that horrible day, and if only her mother had stayed in her home, she too would be alive. And her father . . . the dungeon. 

	She had heard tales of it. Everyone had. It was legendary. Buried beneath the capital, it extended downward and outward like a system of mines. The worst of criminals were kept there. A man inside was as good as in his grave. He would never see the sun again. Prisoners there were forgotten, erased from the world. All of these years, Myranda had feared that her father had been killed in battle. Now she wished he had been. He couldn't have survived this long in such a place. Starvation, disease, torture . . . . He had likely come to a terrible end there. It was foolishness to think otherwise. He was dead now, perhaps after years alone in that wretched hole in the ground.

	The girl's tortured mind was still struggling with this terrible revelation when Lain stopped and set down his load. There was no shelter to speak of, and the winds at the foot of the mountainside were constant. The icy fingers of night were the first things to break through the veil of agony her mind had erected. Surely he didn't mean to rest now. They would be in plain sight of anyone who might pass by.

	"You don't intend for us to spend the night here, do you?" Myranda asked.

	"I felt her stir. Ivy is waking," he said.

	It was true. The creature was moving her head and groaning. She tried to sit up, and succeeded with the help of Lain. Her eyes slowly opened. She sniffed and threw her mouth wide in a long, deep yawn. She saw Myranda before her and smiled sleepily. Then she turned to see Lain. His hand was on her shoulder. She pulled back slightly, the hint of fear in her eyes. She sniffed and seemed to calm slightly, the fear turning to confusion or even recognition.

	"Myranda . . . w-who is this?" Ivy asked. 

	"This is Lain. He is a friend," She said.

	"Lain . . . I know that name, too," she said, looking nervously at Lain. "They said it a lot. He is a friend?" She mustered a meek smile again. Suddenly it dropped away. "A friend like Ether?" she asked suspiciously.

	"No, better than Ether," Myranda said with a smile.

	Lain cast a questioning look at Myranda.

	"Ether is the name I've given to the shapeshifter," Myranda explained.

	"Then the shapeshifter managed to find you," Lain said.

	"I'm hungry," Ivy interrupted. 

	Lain looked to Myn. She was still holding a now partially-frozen prize from her earlier hunt. She proudly presented it to him. It was a rather meager offering, hardly enough for one. The two creatures exchanged glances and, without a word, rushed off into the night.

	"Where are they going?" she asked.

	"I imagine they are going to hunt down a fresher meal," Myranda said.

	"You aren't going to go with them, are you?" Ivy asked, looking nervously into the blackness that surrounded them.

	"I don't think I would be of much help. Ivy, tell me. What do you remember about our encounter outside the fort?" Myranda asked.

	Ivy shuddered.

	"I remember I was scared. Myn was scared, too. Then I heard you scream. I couldn't hold onto her, she ran out after you. I didn't want to, but I knew he would kill you. I tried to help, but he got me and . . . then light . . . then dark," she said.

	She shut her eyes tight. It was as though it hurt her to remember.

	"You were hurt then. I saw the blood . . . why aren't you hurt now?" she asked.

	"I am something of a healer," Myranda said.

	"Healer . . . but . . . how long have I been asleep?" she asked, looking up to Myranda.

	"A bit under two days," Myranda said.

	"How could you heal so quickly?" she asked.

	"A spell," she said.

	"You mean . . . magic. I thought magic only made things worse. All they ever tried to teach me was how to hurt things," she said.

	"They tried to teach you magic?" Myranda asked.

	"A little. Near the beginning. I was no good at it. I'm no good at anything, but I was so bad they stopped trying to teach me. They started using it on me," she said.

	Her eyes shut tight again and the pained look returned.

	"What other things did they try to teach you?" Myranda asked.

	"Everything. Too much. I don't want to think about it," she said.

	She tried to stand, but even with Myranda's hand to steady her, she dropped dizzily to the ground again.

	"I wish Myn would come back. I like her," she said, yawning again.

	"Myn . . . is she a year old yet? I can't remember," Myranda admitted. "How old are you, Ivy?"

	Ivy smiled and held up a few fingers. Then the smile dropped away. She looked at the fingers, then her hands. A look of deepening confusion came to her face.

	"I'm . . . I'm . . ." she stuttered. She was visibly upset.

	"What sort of creature are you?" Myranda asked.

	"I'm like y--no. I'm . . ." she said hesitantly. Tears were beginning to well in her eyes and they darted slightly, as though a long lost memory was fighting its way into her mind. "Something . . . something is wrong. I . . . I don't . . . I'm not . . ." she attempted.

	Finally, the tears began to roll down her cheeks. Myranda knelt down and embraced her to comfort her. The creature hugged her tightly and began to sob. Feelings of pity and concern swept into Myranda's mind, along with the sadness of the creature forcing its way through. She had held up six fingers when asked her age. From the smile on her face when asked, she was initially sure of it. Six years old? How long had she been in their hands? She even seemed unsure of what she was. Had they changed her? 

	These questions swiftly drew others that continued to plague her. She knew better than to expect any answers.

	#

	Deacon closed his door and threw up an array of subtle but powerful locking spells. It was a useless gesture--there was no spell he could conjure that could not be broken by his peers--but in the light of his actions, he had to take some sort of precaution. Taking a seat at his desk, he reached inside his cloak and removed a small satchel. He unfastened the string and reached inside. Out came an impossibly large book he’d taken from the library, then another, then another. The satchel was the culmination of several months of work earlier in his training. It could contain anything that could fit through the opening. No one besides Gilliam ever knew that he had made it. 

	Quickly he began to transcribe the notes within. He had to be swift. The missing books would be noticed. Had this been any other time, he would have been ashamed--nay, disgusted--by his own behavior. Stealing the books had required the exploitation of every aspect of his art that the others distrusted, but it was necessary. The gaps in his spell were too wide. It might work, but only under the best conditions. That would not do. The severity of the circumstances was the very reason the spell had to be created. 

	Finally, when all of the new information was collected, he put the stylus down. It wasn't enough. The knowledge wasn't there, and without it the odds were against him. He closed the books and slid them back into the satchel. The odds . . . the spell could not be improved . . . perhaps . . . 

	#

	Ivy had calmed down by the time Lain and Myn returned. They had tracked down a mountain goat. The look of pride on Myn's face was priceless as Lain dropped it down before Ivy. The grief-stricken creature instantly perked up at the sight of the meal. Myranda opened her mouth to offer to cook a piece of it for Ivy, but before she could get the words out, Ivy had torn off a piece with her teeth. Myn did likewise and Lain sliced off a piece for himself. 

	Myranda turned away. She'd had a hard enough time adjusting to Myn's eating habits. This was too much for her. When the meal had been finished, there was more than enough left for her. Her hunger overcame her revulsion. She cut away a piece and tried to apply a spell to cook it. Too little sleep and too much stress made it more of a task than usual. Ivy, licking blood from her lips with a look far more innocent and satisfied than such an act should ever allow, became intrigued.

	"What are you doing?" she asked.

	"Cooking the meat . . . or trying to," she said, pausing to let the frustration pass.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"I can't eat it raw like you. It would make me sick," she said.

	"Are you sure? It tastes great. It the best thing I have ever eaten," she said.

	"I'm sure," Myranda said.

	"Why? I can eat it. Myn and Lain can, too," she said.

	"Myn is an animal. You and Lain are . . . well, the three of you are better suited to a life like this than I am," Myranda said.

	"So, Lain and I are . . . like animals then," she said.

	"No, no, no, you're--" Myranda began to reassure her.

	Suddenly Lain's fingers shot to the hilt of his sword and he turned swiftly. A stiff, steady wind began to blow in the wrong direction, against the mountains. This could be only one thing. Sure enough, the wind swirled tightly together and formed into the familiar human form of the shapeshifter, Ether.

	"Once again you prove useful to me, human. You should be honored," she said. "Lain, your skill at evasion is a match for my skill of detection. You have proven yourself to me. It is time that you and I set about our task as Chosen in earnest."

	"Oh, no. Not you!" Ivy whined.

	"I am sorry that you have had to endure the presence of this abomination. As you have no doubt noticed, her essence has been sullied by the will of the D'karon. It is in the best interest of the world that the inevitable demise that her weak mind would have led her to be allowed to occur, such that another more worthy spawn of the gods may take her place," she said.

	"See, she's mean!" Ivy said. "Why don't you go away!"

	"I intend to," Ether said.

	"Really?" Ivy said.

	"Lain and I will have no use for the likes of you. We shall be on our way," Ether said.

	"Wait, you are going to take Lain? But . . . Lain brought me food. He brought me a goat. It is my favorite food ever. That means he is nice. Why are you going to take him?" Ivy asked.

	"I do not need to justify myself to you," she said.

	"I have my own plans. You have no place in them," Lain said.

	Ivy clapped joyously. Ether's eyes narrowed.

	"I had anticipated such a reaction," she said. "What precisely is your plan?"

	"None of your concern," he said.

	"Ha ha," Ivy laughed mockingly.

	"I naturally would have preferred that our partnership be a willing one, but it needn't be. Now that I have found you, you cannot be rid of me. I require no sleep, and I am not so foolish as to be distracted again. In time, you will either see that my help is invaluable or rid yourself of the mortals you have so burdened yourself with in hopes of evading me. In either case, the outcome is beneficial to me," she said.

	"What? No!" Ivy objected.

	Lain showed little reaction, but it was clear that he was not pleased. Ivy looked pleadingly to Myranda to produce some manner of solution. Myranda merely returned to the task of rendering the meal edible without a fire. Brief attempts to have Myn roast the meat directly on an improvised spit had resulted mostly in singed fingers and charred food, so magic was reluctantly put to work instead. Myn, satisfied that those who mattered to her were not upset, simply ignored those who did not, curling up in Myranda's lap. Defeated, Ivy crossed her arms and pouted. 

	Lain scanned the horizon and sniffed at the air. No one was near--at least, not to the east, out of which blew the stiff mountain winds. His real concern was in the south. The person he had seen had been heading in that direction. Myranda was not a difficult person to find for those sufficiently skilled, and Lain could think of no other reason one might brave this frozen waste save to find her. There were powerful people on her trail. Normally, he would face such a foe immediately, but now there was Ivy. She must be kept from harm. Nevertheless, the surest way to ensure her safety was to take her to the south as soon as possible. There could be no delay. He would have to take his chances.

	The long journey had taken its toll on the others. A semblance of shelter was found. Shortly after, Lain crouched and slipped into his bizarre substitute for sleep and Myranda wrapped her cloak tightly about herself and Myn against the cold. Soon, the only members of the odd group who were awake were Ivy and Ether. Ivy shot Ether angry stares. Ether seemed to look through her with an air of unquestioned superiority. For a time there was a mutual feeling of dislike, but a few hours of boredom and curiosity weakened Ivy's resolve.

	"So . . . Ether. You can change into anything?" she asked.

	Ether stood silent.

	"Ether?" Ivy asked, optimistically believing that she had not been heard the first time.

	The shapeshifter turned away.

	"Can all humans turn into different things?" Ivy asked.

	Ether flinched. Ivy grinned.

	"I am not a human. Humans are stupid, emotional, worthless creatures. I am beyond human," she stated sternly.

	"Well, right now you're human. And you were one before, so you must be a human pretty often," Ivy reasoned.

	"I assume this form to more gracefully interact with the weak-minded who could not comprehend my more fundamental forms," she said.

	"But right now you're human, yes?" Ivy asked.

	"Yes," Ether said.

	"And later you will change shape, yes?" Ivy asked.

	"As soon as the situation requires it," Ether said.

	"So, humans can change shape then," Ivy said.

	"Absolutely not!" Ether corrected.

	"You are a human, you just said! And if humans can't change shape, then you can't change back!" Ivy said.

	Ether turned to face her. Her eyes were narrowed and her fist clenched in frustrated anger.

	"I will not waste time and energy forcing understanding into an unwilling mind," she fumed.

	"Uh-huh. That just means I win," Ivy said.

	"You did not win. There was nothing to win," Ether snapped.

	"Well, you are talking to me now. You weren't before," Ivy said.

	"Yes, a mistake I will rectify at once," she said.

	She crossed her arms and turned away again. Ivy smiled.

	"For someone who claims to be 'above' emotions, you certainly get mad easily," she said.

	Ether whipped around, rage in her eyes. The sight before her was Ivy with a satisfied smile.

	"Now I am going to stop talking to you," she said.

	Grinning triumphantly and crossing her arms, she sat on the ground and leaned against Myranda's back. She wasn't tired, not remotely, but she closed her eyes. She could downright feel the rage in Ether. The creature who acted so superior was no different from herself. It was a satisfying discovery. 

	For her part, Ether fairly shook with anger. She had never felt so manipulated, and she had never hated a being more. She had never hated before. The fact that this pretender had instilled such a feeling, such a weakness, only intensified it. Her rage was a fire that was fueled by its own existence. Finally, she released it in its most literal form, shifting to flame. The thought of directing her wrath at Ivy lingered in her mind, but instead she used it to reduce a sizable mound of snow to boiling water. The edge of her rage thus blunted, she shifted to water to spend the rest of the night restoring a fraction of her power.

	When morning came, Lain was the first to rise, as he had never truly slept. The wind blew with frustrating steadiness from the mountains. It carried little of the information he sought. 

	Quietly, Ivy joined him. She looked him over with curiosity. He sniffed at the air, she imitated. She continued looking him over, comparing him to herself. He was like her. More like her by far than anything else she had seen or smelled. She had fur, he had fur. She had pointed ears, he had pointed ears. She had a tail . . . 

	"Where is your tail?" she asked.

	He looked at her for a moment, then turned back to his task. Ivy frowned.

	"When I was younger, it was cut off and sold," he said after a moment.

	"That's terrible. Why?" she asked.

	Again Lain hesitated before answering.

	"It was more highly valued than I," he said.

	"You and I . . . are we the same?" she asked.

	"We are," he said.

	"Then . . . is that going to happen to me?" she asked.

	"No," he answered immediately. "That will not happen to you."

	Ivy smiled. The sudden snap and crackle of ice drew their attention. Ether had chosen to rise. After climbing from the frozen pool, she shifted to her human form once more. Ivy gave her a sneer.

	"Well, now that this exercise in weakness is over, I trust we can continue," she said.

	"Not yet. Myranda isn't up yet," Ivy said.

	"Myranda is meaningless. She and the lizard have fulfilled what little role they had," Ether said.

	"Well, I'm not leaving without her," Ivy said.

	Ether's eyes narrowed. Quickly she forced composure on herself. She would not give this creature the satisfaction of showing anger.

	"Very well. If you wish to waste time and further damage our cause, by all means, do so," she said.

	"No need," came Myranda's voice wearily.

	She hoisted herself to her feet and stretched her stiff joints. She had barely slept, and was chilled to the core, but she refused to burden the others. Myn restored her own warmth with a few bursts of flame. Myranda opened and closed her hands a few times until the feeling began to return to her fingers with an agonizing vengeance. 

	Lain continued on his way, setting a pace that most easily matched. Myranda had to fairly run to keep up. As she did, she allowed tiny doses of magic to restore enough warmth to her ailing body to convince herself she was out of danger. 

	In the distance, there was a fair-sized stand of trees beside a small, icy lake. Myranda searched her memory for the name of either, but in all likelihood this unremarkable spot in this icy plain simply didn't warrant one.

	"What are you thinking about?" Ivy asked, breaking the trance-like wandering of Myranda's mind.

	"I was wondering if this place had a name," she said.

	"Why?" she asked.

	"Well, it helps me to keep from thinking about less pleasant things," Myranda answered.

	"Well, you and I could talk. No one else seems to like to talk," Ivy said.

	"Yes . . . I would like that very much," Myranda said.

	Engaged in the rare luxury of mutual conversation, the journey seemed to pass more quickly. It was a little difficult at first. Ivy didn't know enough about herself to answer any questions Myranda asked, and Myranda had to take special care not to upset her again. Instead, Ivy asked scores of questions about Myranda and the others, and about the world in general. She seemed to be only vaguely aware of some of the most significant events of the past few decades. Hearing of the war bothered her, but she seemed very interested in anything Myranda had to say about Kenvard. And so Myranda spoke, and Ivy listened.

	 


Chapter 20

	Ivy was in the middle of yet another enthusiastic question when a gust of wind from the south caused her, as well as Lain and Myn, to lock their eyes on the horizon.

	"What is it?" Myranda asked.

	"I smell something," Ivy said.

	"Nearby," Lain added quietly.

	Myn planted herself in front of Myranda, claws dug deep into the frozen earth, teeth bared and wings spread. Whatever was near was a significant threat. Ether sampled the air with her human nose, and when it proved insufficient, plucked a hair from Ivy's head. After a few moments, she stood as a perfect duplicate of Ivy, complete with the sense of smell she desired. Myranda looked desperately about. There was nothing to see. Then . . . he appeared. Perhaps fifty paces ahead of them, near the bank of the lake, the spell he had used to conceal himself slipped away like a dropping curtain and there stood Arden--or, more accurately, Epidime.

	"You disappoint me. I have been waiting. The party has grown, I see," he said.

	He held his weapon, identical to that held by the wizards he had sent after them in recent days. Lain burst forward, sword drawn, ready to make short work of this foe once and for all. At the same instant there was a flicker in the gem of Epidime's halberd. Lain stopped suddenly and retreated slightly. Ivy gasped and hid behind Myranda. Myn dug her claws deeper, and Ether abandoned the malthrope form for her fiery one.

	"What is wrong?" Myranda asked.

	"So m-many . . . too many," Ivy stuttered, terror in her voice.

	"Dragoyles. Dozens of them. I couldn't smell them until now," Lain said.

	A second flicker and the landscape darkened with no less than fifty of the crude, horrid beasts. They stood as if posed, perfectly at attention and perfectly still. 

	"Attack now and I shall have them kill you. Try to run and I shall have them kill you. Behave and we shall have a calm, intelligent discourse. Then I shall have them kill you. I think that the choice is clear. Consider it for a moment. Consider for a moment the possibilities and opportunities that these precious few minutes will provide you. Perhaps you will work out some miraculous battle plan that will afford you a victory. Perhaps you will outwit me. It really doesn't concern me," he said with an alarming level of calm.

	Lain stood, sword readied. Ivy cowered. Slowly her fear crept outward. Myranda could feel it tingling in her spine. Her hands shook as she held her staff defensively. Eyes turned nervously to Ether. She floated just over the ground. She alone might begin this battle prematurely. Fortunately, she lowered herself to the ground and shifted to stone. From her expression, her decision was motivated by the sheer size of the task ahead.

	"Well done. Now, I must congratulate you. Bagu made a rather sudden and very angry appearance in the capital. I have never seen him so badly injured, nor have I ever seen him so furious. He immediately sent me out to find and destroy the lot of you, with special emphasis on the shapeshifter. That is rather out of character, and quite at odds with the standard course of action. Demont is the beast wrangler, he would be best left to leading these creatures, and the precision strikes are usually led by Trigorah. Worst of all, killing even one of you before all of the others have revealed themselves is a terrible waste of time. Frankly, I consider this an act of folly," he said.

	"Use the bow. Aim for the mouth," Lain instructed.

	Myranda nodded, slowly sliding the weapon from her shoulder. Epidime continued as though oblivious to the action.

	"Now, I am quite satisfied with my knowledge of the shapeshifter. I do not object to her demise. I would like a look through Lain's head before he dies, and a second try at Myranda would be satisfying, but my real fascination at the moment is with that cowering bit of fluff behind her," he said.

	Ivy shrieked and crouched down, hugging her knees and rocking back and forth. The spike in fear sent a visible shudder through her, and a similar one through Myranda and Myn. The event did not go unnoticed by Epidime.

	"We put a great deal of work into that little project. I was beginning to wonder if any of it would bear fruit. Forced empathy is intriguing. What else do you have to offer, I wonder?" he asked.

	The intimidating man took a step forward; Myranda drew an arrow and made ready to let it fly. Lain shifted his stance.

	"Yes, I suppose the time for battle has--" Epidime began. 

	Before he could finish, Ether had shifted to her fiery form and burst toward him. He deflected the attack with his halberd and willed the dragoyles into action. The earth shook and the sky blackened as dozens of massive beasts leapt into the air and thundered across the ground. 

	Lain released a trio of dagger-like weapons he'd pulled from his cloak. Two met their mark, both beasts reeled back in pain. The less fortunate of the two let out a pained roar as orange light flashed brilliantly from its mouth. A moment later, the unearthly orange glow emanating from the hollows that served as the creature's eyes faded and the beast literally crumbled to the ground. The second recovered and tried to locate its target once more, but Lain swept in and drove his sword nearly to the hilt into the creature's mouth. With equal speed, he withdrew the blade and evaded the spray of the horrid black acid that came spewing forth from the beast as it flailed about before crumbling away. 

	Myranda took aim and launched arrows as best she could. It took all of her strength to fully draw back the bow, her hands shaking from fear and effort. She made up for her poor aim by guiding the arrows in flight. Despite the fact she did not hold her staff, and her focus was severely impaired, she still managed to knock a few from the sky. 

	Myn heaved great bursts of flame that did little more than draw the attentions of the beasts. As they approached, she took to the air, expertly avoiding their leaping attacks and puffing away clouds of black breath with the wind from her wings. She managed to distract a handful, but with so many, it was clear that Myranda could not afford to stand her ground for long.

	"Ivy, I need you to try to make it to the trees," Myranda said.

	"N-no! I c-c-can't!" she stammered. She had her eyes tightly shut and was fairly whimpering with every breath. Around her, somehow, there was a faint blue glow. 

	Ether was mercilessly assaulting the halberd-wielding wizard. He wore the same unconcerned, superior look he always did, not a bead of sweat betraying the unimaginable speed and precision of his reactions. Ether's fiery glow faded ever so slightly with every clash with the gem. Finally, she managed to land a single flaming swipe down the side of his face. Anger rather than pain finally found its way into Epidime's expression. He shifted and drove his halberd deep into her form. She cried out as the gem began to ravenously tear at the very core of her strength. She desperately tried to pull herself away, but the gem seemed to have a grip on her.

	Myn was causing chaos. The dragoyles, mindlessly attempting to annihilate her, trampled, sprayed, and rammed each other. One or two had succumbed to accidental crashes and lay in broken heaps on the ground. Her nimble maneuvers kept her just beyond their reach, but as more and more of the beasts joined in the task of removing her from battle, the escapes became ever narrower. 

	Lain had his hands full evading the attacks of those beasts focused on him. The air was thick with their caustic breath, and even one as skillful as he could not avoid contact with the evil fumes entirely. It sizzled against his clothes and fur wherever it touched. Quickly slipping through an opening, he charged toward Epidime and the ailing Ether.

	Epidime pulled his halberd free to block Lain's blow, allowing the shapeshifter to shift to air and launch skyward. As she rose up, she began to stir the air around her, drawing up the black mist, clearing the battlefield and concentrating the vile stuff. As dozens of the dragoyles spiraled after her, she rose higher and higher. Finally, she released the accumulated ball of acid at the trail of beasts. They had been immune until now, but even their tough and stony hide was not enough to withstand so concentrated a dose. A half-dozen of them dropped to the ground, writhing briefly before collapsing outright. 

	Lain hoped that the beasts would stay at bay for fear of injuring their master as they had in the past, but such was not the case, and he found himself dodging powerful blows from behind and lightning-fast strikes from in front.

	Suddenly Ether swept down, clutching the shaft of the halberd and pulling steeply upward again. Rather than release it, Epidime was lifted into the air. Ether launched skyward, dragging the foe behind her. Despite the rapidly receding ground behind him, Epidime seemed unconcerned. He willed the unholy light into his gem and began to assault her with pulses of energy. She continued to climb. A string of the beasts followed. Finally, wave after wave of dark energy took its toll and Ether released the weapon. Epidime plummeted only a short distance before one of the creatures plucked him out of the air. He moved to the dragoyle's back and turned to the ground. Ether soared upward, far enough out of reach that their attentions were turned elsewhere. Her strength was already beginning to fail, and if she hoped to see this battle through to its end, she would need to choose her attacks wisely.

	More than half of the arrows in Myranda's quiver were gone. Not nearly enough remained to fell the beasts that were focused on her. Despite Myn's best efforts, at least five had turned to her. Myranda searched her mind for something in her mystic arsenal that might be of use. Her eyes turned to the lake. She grabbed her staff, conjuring a blast of flame to melt away some ice, and drew out a long stream of water. Compared to her test in Entwell, this was effortless. She shaped a dozen or so spikes and froze them instantly. Maneuvering the ice was easier, and Myranda was able to direct most of the impromptu projectiles to their targets. Unfortunately, the ice was not as effective as the arrows, and only two of the beasts fell. The three that remained were joined by four more and the creatures were moving in fast. She and Ivy desperately needed cover.

	"Ivy, quickly, we need to head for the trees!" she said, taking the shivering creature by the arm.

	"I can't. I can't," she whimpered.

	Myranda knelt to attempt to hoist the malthrope onto her back. Suddenly she felt a piercing, crushing pain in her shoulder. She was torn from the ground. One of the creatures had snatched her up in its jaws. Her shoulder was shattered. She drew together her tortured mind and made ready to unleash all that she had on the beast that carried her, but a voice stopped her.

	"If you even attempt to escape, this creature will dissolve the flesh from your bones," said the voice.

	On the back of the creature that held her was Epidime. The pain was unimaginable, and grew with each jarring thrust of the creature's wings. A long, fatal fall already stood between Myranda and the ground. Tears streamed down her face and she screamed out in pain. Suddenly there was a flash of heat. Myn was rushing at Epidime, spewing flame. He leveled his weapon at the dragon and released a powerful wave of darkness. Myn dodged with a nimbleness that the dragoyles still on her tail lacked. The first of the pursuers was destroyed by the blast. The next collided with Epidime's mount. The collision jarred Myranda loose. 

	Ether shifted to flame again and took full advantage of the confusion caused by the creature's collision, unleashing a flurry of attacks on Epidime. Warding her off and remaining atop the creature proved difficult. She scored slash after slash.

	Myranda dropped like a stone. A moment later, small, deft claws gripped desperately under her arms. The little dragon had caught her and was putting forth a heroic effort to bring Myranda safely to the ground. Barely half of the woman's size, Myn could only hope to slow the decent. Worse, doing so robbed her of the agility that had kept her safe. The ground was rapidly approaching and Myn was beginning to lose her grip. 

	Suddenly, the noble creature's grasp was torn free. One of the dragoyles had grabbed hold of her left wing and was whipping her like a rag doll. Myranda fell to a painful impact on the ground. The pain in her shoulder didn't matter, the fact that the air had been knocked from her didn't matter. As she struggled to pull her unwilling body to its feet, her eyes locked on the little creature.

	Lain had managed to dispatch three more of the beasts when he, too, saw the dragon. He had no more daggers to throw, and the creature was well out of the reach of his sword. Myranda reached for an arrow, but they had fallen from the quiver. Scrambling for the one that had fallen nearest to her, she realized that the bow had been broken by the fall as well. Without an open mouth to target, the arrow would do no good anyway. 

	Hastily, she drew her limited knowledge of black magic to mind. She’d never truly believed that she would have any use for it. The thought that she would ever want to utterly destroy something was detestable, but in this moment, the only thing that mattered was freeing her friend, and punishing the beast that had her. Raising her staff, she cast a burst of raw, destructive magic. 

	Myranda was staggered by the effort of the unfamiliar technique. The crude, poorly-formed spell crackled viciously through the air, seemingly passing though the dragoyle. As it did, the monstrosity convulsed wildly, and one of the wings fell lifeless. Its jaws released a motionless Myn and both creatures fell to the surface of the frozen lake. Myn bounced horridly off of the surface before the dragoyle came crashing through. The whole of the lake surface broke into shifting sheets of ice, and Myn slipped through a crack into the frigid water.

	"No!" Myranda screamed. She looked to the cowering, defenseless form of Ivy, then to Lain. With a glance, each knew what had to be done.

	Myranda ran to the shore of the lake, shedding the bags and packs she had been carrying, and making her way onto the shifting ice. She had to make it to Myn. Lain took her place defending Ivy. He knew better than to try to carry her. It would rob him of the speed he would need to evade their attacks. For now, he would have to attack and distract those beasts that had remained focused on the ground. The rest were overhead, where Ether's clash with Epidime continued. In her insubstantial flame form, the beasts could do nothing to harm her, while she was quite capable of harming Epidime. Finally, she knocked the halberd from his hand. He suddenly gripped desperately to the back of the beast. A second creature snatched up the halberd and both turned sharply to the north.

	Ether made ready to pursue, but as the swarm of beasts that had been interested in her turned their attentions to the ground, she became aware of what had been transpiring there. Lain was swiftly becoming surrounded. Ivy was curled up on the ground, paralyzed with fear. Myranda was sliding precariously across one of the pieces of ice on the lake. She turned again to the retreating Epidime. Her strength was waning. If he regained the weapon, she could not be sure of defeating him. Memories of the dire state she found herself in after their last encounter crept to her mind, sealing the decision. She returned to the battlefield.

	Ether's arrival was not a moment too soon. Lain was having trouble keeping the creatures from Ivy. More than one deep gash betrayed the losing battle he was fighting. Ether shifted to stone, taking her place beside him. As the creatures approached, she delivered blow after earthshaking blow. Most of the dragoyles had already felt the bite of Lain's sword, bearing long scores across faces and along necks. The heavy stone hands opened these wounds, letting a weak orange light leak through before each creature fell.

	Myranda reached the point on the ice where Myn had fallen through. Without a moment's hesitation, she plunged in. The cold of the water cut like a knife. She felt as though her chest had caved in. Her tightly closed eyes opened slightly. The pain seemed to surge through to the back of her head. In the pale blue light filtering though the ice, the motionless form of Myn drifted just ahead of her. She worked her frozen limbs, moving toward her friend. The shattered shoulder was nearly useless, her hand clutching loosely at her staff, but still she struggled. Slowly, agonizingly slowly, she drew nearer. Her lungs screamed for air, her shoulder screamed for relief, her body screamed for warmth, but she pressed on. 

	Finally, she reached out with her good arm, grasped the dragon, and fought to the surface. Her heart dropped. The ice had shifted. Three great sheets had butted together above her. Her air wouldn't hold out much longer. The pain and cold had left her mind in a shambles. With supreme effort, she conjured up a current that would carry her to the shore. She closed her eyes and gathered as much focus as she could. 

	A dragoyle heaved a great black breath at Ivy. Lain, left with no options, scooped her from the ground. The acid missed Ivy by a hair, but Lain was not so lucky. His leg was coated with the stuff. In moments, it had seeped and sizzled through the cloth and begun to eat away at the fur and flesh beneath. His teeth clenched in pain, but he remained silent and moved as quickly as the worsening leg would allow. With a very large, very slow target available, the dragoyles lost interest in Ether and focused entirely on Lain. He was swiftly surrounded. One hand tightened around the grip of his sword. The other slowly lowered Ivy to the ground.

	"Ivy. You need to fight," he said.

	She rose shakily to her feet. The club she carried had never left her hand. She raised it.

	"I can't do this . . . I can't do this," she whispered, looking in terror at the beasts before her.

	Suddenly, the creatures were distracted. There was a growing roar coming from the lake. As they turned to survey this new threat, they were met with the sight of the lake seemingly leaping from its shores and attacking them. Vast chunks of ice and torrents of water flooded over the battleground. Ivy closed her eyes and turned away, stifling a scream. Ether shifted to water and slipped into the ring of dragoyles. She merely raised her hand and the water parted around them. Some of the beasts were caught in the torrent, washed aside or smashed with ice. The rest had sprung into the air. As the water receded, the forms of Myranda and Myn were left behind.

	Myranda drew in a long, painful breath and crawled to Myn. The dragon's wing was barely more than a few shreds of tattered skin, and she wasn't breathing. Myranda turned her mind to healing and searched the creature's body for injury besides the wing. As swiftly as she found them, she eliminated them. Soon, all that was left was the ruined wing. Myn had not taken a breath in minutes; there simply was not time to heal the wing completely. She stopped the bleeding, satisfied that it would be enough to take her out of danger. Heat was conjured to warm her, the water mystically drawn from her lungs, and still the dragon did not breathe. 

	Calling to mind her wind magic, Myranda forced air into her lungs and out again. Finally, Myranda had exhausted all of her knowledge and most of her strength, and the dragon remained still. She was faced with an undeniable fact. Myn was dead. The soul had left the body. No amount of healing could bring it back.

	For a moment the world seemed to vanish. The life-threatening cold, the shattered shoulder that trickled blood down her blue-tinged skin, even the shadows and shrieks of the creatures closing in. All were gone as sorrow seized the very core of her being. Tears streamed down her face. She cried the dragon's name, shaking the lifeless body with her good arm until the pendant that Myn had worn about her neck came free in her hand. 

	Myranda closed her eyes. Slowly she shook her head. No. This was not how it would end. Not this way. Not now. She sat on the icy ground beside the dragon and pulled the staff from her useless left hand. Distantly, she heard Lain and Ivy call after her. She pushed the sound out of her mind.

	Just as she had a few nights before, she twisted and turned the entirety of her spirit. She could feel the bonds that held her to her physical form begin to loosen their grip. The spiritual plane began to replace the physical one. Finally, her spirit tore itself free. Once again, she was afloat in a sea of lights. In the distance, there was the weak and fading glow that she knew was Myn. She willed herself toward it.

	"Myranda, Myn! Get up! We need to run!" Ivy cried, her eyes darting wildly from dragoyle to dragoyle as they drew closer.

	Ether looked over the scene.

	"The fool," she hissed, turning to Lain. "I suppose that you will not leave this place without the human."

	Lain's only response came as an angry glance before scooping water from the ground to wash away the black mist from his leg.

	Ether raised her hand and the water swept up around them, freezing together into a shell.

	"The ice will keep them from us, but not for long. The foolish human has left her body," Ether deduced.

	"She what? But why?" Ivy asked, jumping as the first attacks began to rain down upon the protective shell.

	"The poison of emotion, and because of you," Ether said. "The lizard has died, the human will likely follow, and all because you were too much of a coward to be of any use to anyone."

	"No . . . I couldn't . . ." Ivy said, fear giving way to despair.

	"What did you expect? Your emotion crippled you, and the same wretched weakness has caused all that followed. You are worthless!" Ether ranted.

	"No, I'm not worthless! I'm not!" Ivy cried, dropping her club, covering her ears, and shutting her eyes.

	Ether continued, amid increasingly angry refusals from Ivy. "You are a horrid, malformed, ignorant monstrosity. The best thing you could do is die swiftly to allow a more able being to replace you. As it is, it couldn't be more clear that you are an agent of the enemy. A plaything of the D'karon."

	Ivy slowly removed her hands and locked Ether in an infuriated scowl.

	"I am not one of them," she said. Gone was the childish tone. Her voice was serious, and carried the hint of threat.

	#

	The astral plain was no place for an unprepared mind. Myranda fought to comprehend it. Time and distance were different than in the physical realm. She chased after Myn's spirit, but it was drawn ever further from her, as if by a current. Here, Myranda's urgency was a boon to her focus, not a detriment. The faster she wanted to move, the faster she did move. Her will didn't just mean something here--it meant everything. It was everything. 

	She focused entirely upon the vague form that seemed to retreat as quickly as she could follow. A galaxy of flickering lights rushed by her. The souls of untold millions of living things. None of them mattered right now. She reached out with her left hand. Here, at least, it was healthy. A few moments more . . . a few inches further . . . contact. Myranda could suddenly feel the life force of her friend. She grasped it, drew it near, and turned back. If her last journey into this other plane was any indication, her strength would not last long.

	All that lay ahead was the same sea of glowing currents and points of light. There was no hint of where she had been. Nothing that distinguished anything from anything else. For the second time, she had taken a treacherous journey to rescue her friend, and once again her return seemed impossible. She searched desperately about. Already her "vision" was dimming. The more distant of the lights were fading from view.

	#

	Back on the battleground that Myranda so eagerly sought, the argument was continuing. Ether found the strongest objections came when she implied a connection to the D'karon, and had thus ceased to do anything else. Ivy's anger became sharper, more focused. Lain stood with his back to them. Before him was the weakest point in the icy shield, and his sword was ready to destroy the creature unlucky enough to be the first through.

	"Do not imagine that you can hide it. I have taken your shape. I know that there is not an aspect of your physical being that has not been affected by their machinations," Ether taunted.

	Suddenly, the sharp anger in Ivy's eyes became brittle, a whisper of fear showing through.

	"No . . . can you feel that? It's coming. The monster . . ." she said. Her tone lacked the edge of her previous comments, as though the frightened child was trying to fight her way to the surface.

	"I suppose I am to be intimidated. This imagined monster that destroyed the fort and left only you alive. Do you think me a fool? The only monster here is you," Ether said with a smug sneer.

	For the whole of the argument, Ether had been pushing Ivy closer and closer to a line. That line had been crossed. Her eyes clouded over, eyelids fluttering slightly. A deep, reverberating growl shook like a tremor. The air began to grow warmer, until water was running down the icy shield despite Ether's best efforts to keep it frozen.

	"Your parlor tricks do not frighten me," Ether said.

	Ivy dropped to one knee. Her fingers wrapped around the handle of the club, clutching the wood so tightly it creaked. The growl grew into a roar. Finally, there was a burst of energy. It erupted with a force that shattered the shell of ice, sending pieces flying dozens of paces. 

	Lain--along with the bodies of Myranda and Myn--was sent hurtling though the air, sliding to a stop a fair distance away. Ether's watery form was scattered. She swiftly gathered herself together, shifting to flame in the process. When her senses returned to her, they beheld an awesome sight. Ivy was floating above the ground. A viciously red aura enveloped her, shifting continuously with the crackle of raw energy. An unnatural wind stirred her cloak and rippled her long hair. The club burned where her fingers touched it, the iron barbs glowing white-hot. Her eyes, now featureless orbs of light that trailed tangible streams of energy, locked onto Ether. The shapeshifter felt the power this creature was spilling off. It was at least equal to her own at her peak, and she most certainly was well short of that at the moment. Best to keep her distance.

	Ivy suddenly burst forward. Her speed was astounding. Ether darted directly upward. Ivy followed. The gap closed quickly, and a monumental swipe of the raging Ivy's cudgel virtually scattered Ether again. The attack was devastating. She was forced to shift to air, lest she give out entirely. Ivy halted, bowing her head and clutching at her chest. A deafening roar of combined anger and pain left her lips as, through her fingers, the burning of the mark could be seen. It only lasted for a moment, and seemed to further fuel the creature's rage. She surged forward again with renewed force. 

	Like a sparrow pursued by an eagle, Ether made sudden turns and drops, but to no avail. As all of the remaining dragoyles took to the air in pursuit of this latest target, Ether flew toward them, weaving between. Ivy tore through them with little resistance. One by one, the great black beasts were reduced to fragments of broken rubble. It was not until no fewer than four such collisions had occurred that Ivy's momentum began to flag. When she slowed, the beasts swarmed. 

	Soon, all that could be seen was a writhing mass of black creatures clustered about a red glow. Ether hung in the air at a cautious distance, slowly weighing the risks of remaining until the end of the battle.

	#

	Something caught Myranda's attention. Far away, and far below, there was a bright red flash, and it burned like a brilliant crimson ember amid pale white glimmers. It was the only unique point she could determine, and thus the only target that made sense. Pulling the essence of her departed friend behind, she rushed to it. Everything around her was fading. 

	So focused was she on the red beacon ahead, she failed to notice a golden light following her. She rushed forward faster and faster, and the glow easily kept pace. Only when it began to overtake her did she realize it was there. It moved with the force of an avalanche, and before long it was pushing her along faster than even her desperation had managed to propel her. It did not do the same for Myn. As Myranda was accelerated, she could feel her grip failing. 

	Ahead, the spirits of Lain and Ether, almost drowned out by the powerful red glow, emerged. Just a few moments more and she would reach her own body and that of her dear friend. She could restore her. At the very instant she made contact with her physical body, she felt her grasp torn from Myn. Her eyes shot open, and the cold and pain she had been spared while her spirit was absent overwhelmed her. She cried out, attracting the attention of Lain, who had dispatched the handful of creatures that had turned back to the ground.

	"Lain . . . please . . . Myn . . . is she alive?" Myranda managed.

	Lain moved quickly to the dragon's side. It was cold to the touch. He put his sensitive ear to the noble beast's chest. Not a whisper of a heartbeat. He turned to Myranda. The look in his eyes told her all she needed to know. With the pain of loss surpassing by far every ounce of physical pain and more, she let herself slip into unconsciousness, the fingers of one hand clamped about the staff, and the other about the pendant. Lain trained his eyes on the spectacle above just in time for a second epic burst of energy to scatter the beasts. Ivy, her aura significantly dimmer, plummeted to the ground, landing with an earthshaking impact. 

	When the dust settled, she was still standing. There were thirteen of the creatures left. Ivy's eyes were still locked on Ether, and she thundered toward her. She was limited to the ground now, but clearly remained a force to be reckoned with. Her footfalls left deep, jagged craters. She remained the primary interest of the remaining beasts, and as each swept in it was met with a powerful backhand or swipe with the club. Lain snatched up Myranda's bag from where the surge of water had washed it and threw her over his shoulder. His leg was unsteady, but he had little choice. One of the creatures had turned to him. If he was to have a chance at protecting Myranda and himself, he would need the cover of the trees. He moved as quickly as he could manage, the beast snatching up the lifeless body of Myn and taking to the sky with it. He had only just made it past the first of the trees when Ether's windy form joined him. 

	"Leave the human behind. We have more pressing battles ahead. She will only slow us," she urged.

	In a moment, the rhythmic thunder of Ivy's footsteps had grown near enough to shake the snow from the trees around them. Ether turned to the approaching threat. Her aura had nearly faded to nothing. The beasts were at her heels, but she seemed to care only about Ether. As she drew nearer, her strength finally gave out. She dropped to her knees, and finally collapsed forward. Lain laid Myranda at the base of a large oak that still had some of its leaves. He then rushed out to the motionless Ivy.

	"Do not risk your life for that wretch. If she'd had her way, she would have killed me!" Ether ordered.

	The command fell on deaf ears. Lain dodged the diving attack of one creature, and snatched up Ivy. The unconscious creature's fingers were locked about the grip of the club, the studs that lined it still sizzling in the snow. He delivered her to the base of the tree and faced the dragoyles.

	"I lack the strength to damage these creatures," Ether warned.

	"Then keep their breath from me," he replied.

	The oak prevented the creatures from attacking from behind. The attacks came from all other sides. To simply block them would not be enough. He lacked the strength to absorb such a blow, and he could not afford to give an inch of ground. His blade moved with a speed and precision that could scarcely be followed by even the sharpest eye. Quick slashes found their way to every joint, every gash, every fracture the others had caused. Ether's talents swirled the caustic breath away. One fell, and another. Gashes deepened. Here and there, a swiping claw caught Lain, but he could not allow it to slow him. 

	The black creatures succumbed, one after the other, until only two remained. They attacked simultaneously. The first was ended with a slash to the throat. The second clamped its stony beak down on his upper arm.

	The creature did not shake its prey as the one that had snared Myn did. There was only a twitch, then another, before finally it dropped to the ground. Lain had delivered the killing blow through the side of the creature's head with his free hand. Slowly, he pulled the blade from the creature's skull and surveyed his own wounds. Most were minor. The last was dire. Blood flowed freely from his arm. The creature's bite had reached the bone. With his good arm, he tore away the shreds of the ruined sleeve and began to bind the wound, pulling the knots tight with his teeth. As he did so, Ether shifted to her human form and looked coldly over the battleground. 

	The icy ground was littered with the stony remnants of dragoyles. There were sizzling black pools of their breath, and everything was smudged with their thick, black blood. Ether kicked open the ruined skull of the nearest beast, interested to see what it was within their mouths that was so vulnerable. Inside was a shattered gem, the very same type that Epidime had been using to draw away her strength. She stepped quickly away from the thing, the memory of its searing effect still fresh in her mind. 

	She then turned to Lain. His white cloak and tunic was soiled from head to toe. Dark smears of black blended with bright stains of red. In a dozen places, torn fabric revealed torn flesh. The leg that had been exposed to the acid was still faintly sizzling in places. The fur was blackened, and where it had been eaten away, the skin was blistered. Most dire was the injury to his arm. He had reached over with his left hand to apply extra pressure. Despite his efforts, an appalling volume of blood rolled from the wound in thin streams.

	"The wound on your arm . . . is it mortal?" Ether asked.

	"I am losing too much blood," he said.

	"I cannot heal you. I had never anticipated the need to," Ether said. "However, I can seal the wound," 

	She shifted one of her hands to flame. He nodded and removed the bandage. She ran a fiery finger along the gash, instantly cauterizing it. The pain must have been agonizing, but Lain merely shut his eyes and weathered it as he did everything else--silently. 

	The ordeal had left the survivors completely sapped of strength. The sun was setting again, and soon after the darkness had become complete, Lain entered the warrior's sleep. Ether gathered together a moderate pile of wood and lit a fire, shifting to flame and stepping into it when it reached a respectable size. Ivy was deep in a dreamless sleep. Not so for Myranda.

	 


Chapter 21

	Myranda lay, propped up against the tree, her mind anything but at rest. The events of her life rushed by again and again, accompanied by whispered thoughts and regrets. The flood of images and voices was disorienting and indistinct. All of the voices were distant, slurred, mumbled. All of the images were vague and fleeting. There was a feeling of tumbling, of falling, as though her mind's breaking point had been reached, the dam had given way, and all that she was had begun rushing out. 

	Suddenly, a single, sharp, clear voice cut through the rest.

	"Open your eyes, Myranda," the voice said.

	In an instant, the other voices were silent, the images gone, dispelled by the man's voice. She did as she was asked. The pain in her shoulder was gone, the cold was gone, the fatigue was gone. The grove of trees seemed subdued, bathed in a weak, pale blue light. Everything was still; not the slightest flutter of wind stirred the leaves of the one tree that still bore them. Around her, she saw her companions--Ivy beside her, Lain in front of her, and Ether's fiery form in front of him. All were unmoving, even the tendrils of flame were motionless, frozen. She stood. There was a man before her. She knew him. He had sparse white hair, plain black clothes, and his eyes were closed.

	"You . . . you are the priest," she said.

	"That is how you knew me, yes," he said.

	"Am I . . . dead?" she asked.

	"You aren't alive, but neither are you dead. In a sense, you have been pulled aside," he said.

	"Why? How? Why are you here?" she asked.

	"All valid questions. Part of why I am here is to answer them," he said. "There are important things happening, Myranda. A crossroads has been reached, and the next few steps are of the direst importance. I cannot tell you which steps to make, nor what is to come, but I can tell you what you need to know to make these next steps wisely."

	"I don't understand. Why now? Why me? Why you?" she asked.

	"Sit," he said, indicating a log to his left. She did, and he joined her.

	"Let me begin by saying that I am not simply a holy man stirred to anger by your pacifistic tendencies. That was merely a role I deemed likely to lead you in the correct direction. My true name--or, at least, the one by which I am most frequently known--is Oriech," he said.

	"If you aren't a priest, then what are you?" she asked.

	"A difficult question to answer. I suppose the simplest description of my place in this world is the hand of fate. For the most part, the course of history is left to its own devices. On occasion, there is an imperative, something that must be done to ensure the course stays true. I am charged with assuring such events," he said.

	"You mean the prophecy," she said.

	He sighed. 

	"To a certain degree, it can be viewed that way, yes," he reluctantly agreed.

	"But that doesn't make any sense. You didn't help me. You didn't lead me! You forced me back out into the cold when I first met you," she said.

	"And I told you to go to Bydell, where you met Lain. It isn't much, I know, but it had to occur at that time, in that way, or other more important things could not have been possible. I have done the same for each of the Chosen. Lain knew me as an old man named Ben. Others knew me by other names. Had I done my job better, this meeting might not have been necessary, but as it stands, things are not precisely as they should have been. There are things you believe that are not so, and things you need to know which you do not. Now is the time to rectify that," he said.

	"So you can answer all of my questions," she said.

	"No, not all. I am here merely to inform you of that which you already know, and which you would have known had the path not shifted," he said.

	"Why? Why now?" she asked.

	"The point of no return has been reached. The names of the Chosen have been written in stone. The Great Convergence has occurred," he said.

	"What? No! How can that be? We have only found three," she said.

	"I count four," he said.

	"Lain, Ether, and Ivy," she said.

	"And you," he added.

	The words made Myranda's heart leap into her throat.

	"It can't be! I can't be Chosen!" she said frantically.

	"You are pure of soul--" he began.

	"But I am not divine of birth. My mother and father were human. They were mortal," she remarked.

	"You needn't be born of a god to be divine of birth. Your existence in this world must simply be the work of the direct will of the divine," he clarified.

	"Then how? How am I the work of the divine?" she asked.

	"I am not certain you truly wish to know that answer. It is not as . . . inspiring as one might hope," he warned.

	"Tell me," she demanded.

	He sighed again.

	"The gods are many things. They are mighty, they are wise, and, above all, they are anxious for change. As such, they take great interest in the lives of mortals. One day, your mother and father became of particular interest to two of them. You see, the two gods question were in disagreement over whether love was a thing of the body or a thing of the mind. A wager had been made about it, and when it became clear that despite the duties of a soldier keeping them apart, your parents remained in love, rather than lose the wager, the more unscrupulous of the divine ones . . . tipped the scales in his favor. I cannot be specific and remain discreet, but suffice to say the physical aspect of the emotion in question was made firmly obvious upon your father's next visit. Nine months later, you were born."

	"I was born because one of the powers that be cheated on a wager?" she said in disbelief.

	"In a manner of speaking," he said apologetically. "It was for that reason that the possibility of your taking the place of a fallen Chosen was never given any consideration until recently. The divine circumstances of your birth were concealed even from the other gods, lest the treachery be known."

	Myranda shook the absurd thought from her mind.

	"I was not born with the mark," she said, holding up her scarred left palm.

	In place of the thin white curve and point that had been left by the sting of the sword all those months ago, there was a black, distinct mark. A birthmark.

	"The mark is not an aspect of the body. It is an aspect of the soul. It becomes visible at the moment of the quickening, the moment that you are selected. For most of the Chosen, that moment is their birth. In your case, it was the moment you touched the hilt of the sword. 

	"You see, the swordsman you found that day was to be one of the Chosen. His name was Rasa. When he was struck down, his spirit lingered within the sword. When you touched it, your soul was bared to him. Your worth was made clear to him. He chose you to take his place. And so the quickening occurred. For others, it might have occurred differently. Perhaps silently, perhaps with a drastic change of mind and body," he explained.

	"But . . . even if I am Chosen, that still only makes four. The five of us need to be together in the same place, don't we?" she asked.

	"That is one of the many misapprehensions you have been laboring under. There is more to the Great Convergence than five specific beings being within an arbitrary radius of each other at the same moment in time. More than anything, it is a moment of decision. Yes, you have met the final Chosen One, but just because that being is not present does not mean the decision couldn't be made. What you do correctly comprehend is the consequence of the Great Convergence. From this point forward, there can be no substitutions. If there is a fatality or a betrayal, there shall arise no one to take their place. It is of crucial importance that the integrity of the team be maintained. Every day another path to victory is closed forever. All five of you have a role to fulfill," he said.

	"Who is the final Chosen One?" she asked.

	"I cannot tell you," he said.

	"Why not?" Myranda objected.

	"Listen. This is a test of the worth of your people and of your world. The Chosen did not have to exist. Another foolish belief you have is that the Chosen were put here to guarantee success. That is simply not so. You were created to make success a possibility. You represent the bare minimum that is needed to fend off this threat," he said.

	"Why would the gods test us against each other? What can possibly be proved by letting us fight one another? By making it harder for us to end this war?" she demanded.

	"Therein lies your most dangerous misguided belief. The war is not the reason the Chosen were created. The war is merely a symptom of the disease. I ask you again to think of the actions of Ether. Her concern rests solely upon the destruction of the D'karon. That is the true purpose of the Chosen. That is why you were brought together. 

	"You are being tested against the D'karon. They are products of other gods. They are not of this world. They are not of this plane of existence. The war is a weapon in their arsenal, a brilliant tactic. They have kept us fighting against ourselves, doing their work for them. The gods could not care less about a war between men, or any other of their creations. It is merely sibling rivalry. With the D'karon, it is another thing altogether. 

	"You and all of the people of our world become pieces on a game board. Existence is a privilege. I exist only to keep the playing field level. I am forbidden from holding your hand through this. If we cannot defend this world through our own merit, we have no right to it," he explained.

	Myranda struggled to accept what she had been told. Ending the war had been the most important thing to her. It had seemed like the most important thing in the world. Now that she knew the truth, the meaning it had carried before seemed insignificant. It was impossible to comprehend it all at once.

	"I am sorry this had to be placed on your shoulders. This burden was not meant for you, but I want you to know that you have risen to the challenge better than any of us could have hoped," he said.

	She shook her head slowly.

	"How can you say that? I have been near death so often. I have been captured again and again. I couldn't even save the life of Myn! How can I be one of the Chosen?" she cried.

	"Know this. The spark of the divine is in you. Your every act is an extension of divine will. Remember that. It is nearly time for you to turn back to your task. If you have any more questions, I shall answer those that I can. Remember, I am not permitted to answer any question that may distract you from your task," he offered.

	"What happened to the others? The other Chosen?" she asked.

	"Lain and Ether are as they were created, and you know what happened to Rasa. The others wound up in the hands of the D'karon. Their fate is best left unspoken," he said.

	"There are so many parts to the prophecy . . . I have even heard that five must enter the final battle . . . but only four will leave. Is that true? Is one of the Chosen doomed to die if we are to succeed?" she asked.

	"The prophecy . . . let me tell you something about prophecy, Myranda. We do not have a plan for each and every person. You shape your own lives. I and those like me do not seek to preserve a path we have selected for you. You have selected your own path. All we do is ensure that the way forward is clear. When a prophet looks ahead or questions the spirits and speaks of a tragedy you must avert, or a mistake you must avoid, you must remember that it was your decisions that led you to that point. To trust him is to distrust yourself, to second guess yourself before you've even had a chance to guess. Live your life now. The future will come regardless," he said.

	"You didn't answer my question," she said.

	"The future is not for you to know," he said.

	"Then what of the past. My father . . . how did he die, when did he die?" she asked.

	"I can tell you of the past. I can tell you the present. I cannot tell you that. No decision you make from this day forward is without consequence. Today you made a choice that wove a new thread," he said. 

	The very moment the words left his mouth, the stillness around her seemed to waver, a breath of cold could be felt, and a twinge of the pain of her shoulder reappeared.

	"I have overstepped my bounds. Return to your task, Myranda. Tend to your friends," he said.

	His wording was awkward, seemingly purposely so. She turned his words over in her head. Was he trying to keep something from her, or trying to tell her something? She found herself, against her will, returning to her place beside the others. The cold came pouring back, the searing pain. The color streamed back to her world. Ether's fiery form began to wave and flicker again. The same faint gold color that had been painting the skies to the west when her eyes closed now adorned the east. She had slept the whole of the long night through. 

	She closed her eyes again and focused on her ruined shoulder. The bones began to move and shift, snapping back into place with an all-too-familiar jolt of pain. Before long, it was usable again. She placed her hand on the ground to help herself up, the fingers touching something hard among the crystals of snow. It was the pendant that she had pulled from Myn. She tied it around her own neck before climbing to her feet. 

	Her motion caused Ether to step from her place among the smoldering coals and shift back to her human form.

	"You, human. Heal Lain," came her command.

	Myranda nodded and turned to the warrior's entranced form. The fact that he was still in this state was a testament to the severity of his injuries. Before she set herself to the task, however, his eyes opened.

	"See to Ivy first," he said.

	Myranda did as she was told. She searched the sleeping form for injury. Muscles were strained. Sections of her clothes were scorched and brittle. She had been though something severe, but there was nothing serious that needed attention.

	"What happened to her?" Myranda asked. 

	"She illustrated just precisely what a danger she is to our cause," Ether fumed.

	"She isn't in any danger. She was the same after she faced the wizard outside of the fort. Was she afraid? Did she run?" Myranda asked.

	"She let her anger rob her of what little control she had. She abused the power afforded to her by her status as one of the Chosen and tried to destroy me," Ether said.

	"I have never seen a more destructive force," Lain said.

	Myranda looked to Lain. His injuries were many, and serious, but not beyond the healer's skills. Before long, all of the wounds were sealed completely and free of scars. Even the long, black burn along his arm was eliminated. When she was through, she finished healing her own wounds. With her task aside, she had nothing left to keep her mind from what she had learned. She shifted her staff to her right hand and took a deep breath. Slowly, she turned her hand over. The black mark stood out against her chilled white skin as clear as day.

	"Ether. I have something important to tell you," Myranda said.

	"I sincerely doubt that," Ether said.

	"This is serious, Ether . . . the Convergence has occurred," Myranda said.

	"Such things are no place for humor, human," Ether remarked sternly.

	"During the night I was visited by someone who called himself Oriech--" Myranda began.

	"Silence. You have no right to speak that name. So significant a figure would not waste a moment of his precious time on one such as you," Ether reprimanded.

	"You know of him?" Myranda asked.

	"Of course. Oriech is he who speaks and acts for the divine. The keeper of the purpose," Ether said, almost reverently.

	"He spoke to me. He told me that the Great Convergence had occurred," Myranda assured her.

	"Why would he tell you, a common mortal, rather than Lain or I?" she asked.

	"I have been Chosen. Look at my hand," she said, offering up her palm.

	"I have seen your disfigurement. It is an affront to antiquity that it may remain on your flesh," she replied.

	"No, look!" Myranda urged.

	Ether shifted her gaze to the palm. Her eyes narrowed.

	"Impossible. You are neither clever nor powerful enough to conjure such a mark falsely. Doing so would surely destroy you. It must be so. You . . . of all creatures on this face of this world, you have been Chosen. A simple human. We shall have to carry you as a weight about our necks. The fates must care little for the welfare of their world to place the burden of its protection upon your worthless shoulders," she muttered, adding after a moment. "You have been given a place by my side, that much is certain, but I am by no means convinced that the Convergence has yet occurred. Were it so, then that beast, Ivy, a monster who would sooner destroy me and herself in the process than hear the truth spoken, would be fated to fight by my side as well. For all of our sakes, I must believe that you are mistaken. Else, all is lost . . ."

	Lain silently hoisted Ivy to his shoulders and began to head south once again.

	"Lain, there is more. This war, it is more than you think," she said.

	He continued silently.

	"You can't just take Ivy south. She is Chosen, they will never stop looking for her," Myranda urged.

	"Lain, while it is true that we must be rid of this burden before the final Chosen appears and she is cemented into the group by the Great Convergence, it would be best to be keenly aware of this beast's location. If for no other reason than to have her as a last resort," Ether reluctantly admitted.

	"I do not care about the Convergence. I do not care about the Chosen. I will have the head of any who seek hers," he said.

	"You must not turn from your purpose," Ether reminded him.

	"I had only one purpose. To buy back the lives of those who had them stolen. Now I have another: to see that this creature dies the natural death that the rest of my people were denied, and perhaps . . . just perhaps . . . to see her find another and preserve our kind for one generation more. I care nothing for the rest of the world. I have lived for more years than any mortal has any right to, and in all of those years I have seen nothing worth dying for, and nothing worth living for. This place and all those in it can shrivel and die. It has nothing for me," he said.

	"You believe that concoction on your shoulders to be one of your kind?" Ether scoffed.

	Lain remained silent.

	"What else could she be?" Myranda asked.

	"I have assumed her form. She is indeed similar to Lain. More so than mere blood relation can explain. The few alterations that make her anything short of a twin are crude, obvious, even clumsily made. She is a product of the heavy-handed tinkering of a moderately skillful practitioner of the dark arts. I cannot say to what degree she has been changed. There is not enough of her original form left to serve as a basis of comparison," she stated, as a matter of fact.

	Lain stopped.

	"From the looks of her, she wasn't even complete," she said. "What disturbs me most is that she still bears the mark. It should have destroyed her the very instant they began to work on her."

	"What else do you know about her?" Myranda asked.

	"The oldest tissue in her body is only a few months old. Either that is the oldest change the manipulators made . . . or that is the age of the original form. Also, Lain is most certainly the template upon which this forgery was built. There was a stain of blood on the floor of the room she was being kept in. It was nearly degraded beyond recognition, but it was undeniably his," Ether remarked.

	"You can tell that much?" Myranda said.

	"Simple human. I can tell everything about a form from a single touch, provided it has not been so badly tampered with as she," Ether said.

	Lain's face was unchanged. There was no indication what was going on in his mind. A brief, shining hope had been stolen away from him--something that had been enough to convince him, in the space of a day, to uproot himself and postpone the cause that had driven him for decades. Now hope was replaced by doubt, mystery. He lowered Ivy to the ground, kneeling beside her and looking at her sleeping face. Slowly he drew his sword. Myranda drew a breath, unsure of what he had in mind. He bent low and nicked her finger. A lone red drop spilled out to stain the white fur. He then cut his own finger and watched the drop roll down. The sword was put in its place, and Ivy was raised to his shoulders once more. He continued southward.

	"You mortals have truly poisoned his mind," Ether reprimanded.

	Myranda ignored her.

	"Lain. I understand how you feel. But think about it. You can't just hide her away. She doesn't know what you have planned for her. She won't be happy when she hears that you plan to leave her," Myranda said.

	"I do not care if she is happy. My only concern is that she survives," Lain said.

	"I know what happened when she became too frightened, and you have seen what happened when she became angry. It is only a matter of time before something like that happens again. Will these friends you hope to leave her with be able to handle that? They certainly won't be able to hide it, and before long agents of the D'karon will be after her," Myranda reasoned.

	"Then I will take her where she cannot be found. I will take her to those who can handle her," Lain said.

	"Entwell," Myranda said.

	Her mind flashed upon her time there. It was a paradise, certainly the happiest time of her life, and it was the perfect place for Ivy. But it would not do. It would waste time and leave them with an incomplete force.

	"How do you suppose you will get her there? The cave is a terrifying place. What guarantee do we have that the way is even open? Do you suppose that we can afford to remain within the cave for months waiting for it to clear?" Myranda said.

	Lain stopped once more.

	"Lain, the best way to make her safe is to see to it that the world she lives in is safe. I give you my word that I will protect her with my life. As long as I live, she will live," she swore to him.

	"Some assurance. The feeble of body protecting the feeble of mind. Were I you, human, I would focus on preserving my own fragile form. After all, that lizard of yours was far better equipped to protect someone than you, and--" Ether said.

	"Don't you dare finish that sentence," Myranda hissed.

	"Listen, human, do not think that your recently bestowed status as my comrade in arms in any way makes you my equal. I will not abide anything short of reverence from you," Ether warned. 

	"Reverence? What have you done to earn my reverence? You condescend to all around you. You care nothing for anyone. You run away from any battle that manages to even threaten you!" Myranda fumed.

	"I have yet to face anything that could hope to do anything more than delay me, and it is just such a delay that I am bound by my purpose to avoid at all costs. You, on the other hand, have no respect for the purpose for which you have been so recently tapped. Look at you. You are wasting away. Seldom do we have an encounter of any kind that fails to leave you at death's door. You didn't eat yesterday, and with that anchor about Lain's shoulders, I do not imagine he will be providing a meal any time soon. You are the victim of innumerable weaknesses. You would do well to address them before attempting to offer aid to those infinitely superior to you," she said.

	"I can take care of myself. Unlike you, I know what pain and difficulty is. I face it every day," Myranda said.

	"The insignificant things that constitute pain and hardship in your pitiful life are nothing to the trials that lie ahead. Do not presume that--" Ether began.

	"Silence," Lain stated with authority.

	Both Ether and Myranda instantly obeyed. Seldom did Lain address either of them. From one who spoke so seldom, words carried considerably more weight. No explanation of his order followed, but none was needed. The group simply continued south in silence. Before long, the reality of the situation came heavily upon Myranda. Her stomach growled, and she could feel the nagging weakness that assured her she was more than simply hungry--she was truly starving. She rummaged through the bag. All that remained was the stylus, a rock-hard frozen potato, two knives, and her canteen. All the rest had been washed away or used up. She transferred the potato to the inside of her cloak. It was an old trick; her body heat would eventually thaw it enough to be edible. 

	Ether watched Myranda with her emotionless gaze, silently judging her.

	 


Chapter 22

	Time wore on. The sun began to fade, and the air became colder. Myranda wrapped her hand around the pendant that Myn had worn. She missed her. Even the absence of the sound of her footsteps made the world seem hollow. Tears trickled down her face. She quickly wiped them away, more to avoid a comment from Ether than to keep them from freezing. It was a pointless act. Before a second tear could fall, Ether had begun her assault.

	"So. This is sadness. Clearly the most worthless emotion," she said quietly.

	Myranda ignored her, but she went on.

	"What possible purpose can be served by mourning the dead? Fear keeps you from danger, and anger motivates you to take action. Mourning does nothing. For mortals, death is a certainty from birth--a fact that each passing moment you are keenly aware of. To alter your behavior in any way when an anticipated inevitability occurs shows a disdain for what little knowledge you have of your future," Ether stated.

	"Myn was my friend. I cared about her," Myranda said.

	"Well, she is gone. Any time spent thinking of her is wasted. She doesn't matter anymore," Ether proclaimed.

	Myranda opened her mouth to object, but before she could, Ivy stirred. She stretched and yawned before being lowered to the ground by Lain. She looked about sleepily, her mind slowly taking in her surroundings.

	"What happened . . . what was going on?" she asked, more to herself than her companions.

	Slowly, the memory of her last waking moments returned, and a desperate, terrified look came to her face.

	"The monster! It came back, didn't it! What did it do?" she cried.

	Her eyes darted around. The surroundings were different. There were no enemies about. No one seemed hurt . . . but someone was missing.

	"Where is Myn?" she gasped.

	Myranda didn't need to answer. The look in her eyes was answer enough.

	"No . . . NO! She's gone! She's dead!" she cried, a torrent of tears and sobs following.

	As before, it didn't take long for the intensity of Ivy's sorrow to infect Myranda. Somehow Lain and Ether seemed immune, but the weeping creature was inconsolable, and Myranda had to fight her own sadness compounded with Ivy's. She offered her shoulder to cry on, all the while choking back her own tears. In the back of her mind, she prayed that Ether would remain silent. Mercifully, it would seem that sorrow did not bring a violent reaction similar to those that anger and fear had, but it would only take a few of Ether's venom-soaked words to turn this into a far more volatile situation. For now, the shapeshifter simply stood with her cold, judging stare. 

	It was several minutes before Ivy was able to fit words between her sobs again.

	"Did you see the monster? Did you see it happen?" she asked, sniffling.

	"There wasn't . . . it wasn't . . ." Myranda began, hesitating.

	"The monster did come. I know it, I felt coming it. What did the monster do? What did it look like?" she asked.

	"It was . . ." Myranda began. She was not sure what to do. Could she tell the truth? Surely not, but neither could she feed Ivy's fears of this monster by lying. For better or for worse, her decision was made for her.

	"You are the monster," Ether said.

	Lain and Myranda shot her a savage look. 

	"What?" Ivy asked.

	"Ivy, listen to me, she--" Myranda began, but Ivy cut her off.

	"No! . . . Let her tell me," Ivy said. "You were talking to me, right before the monster came. You were saying terrible things about me. What happened after that?"

	She looked resolutely at the shapeshifter. The tears still trickled down her cheeks, but she knew that Ether would tell her what Myranda didn't want her to hear.

	"Your fragile mind couldn't handle the truth. You lost control of the divine gift you have been given, transformed into a raging berserker, and tried to kill me. You failed pitifully, and in doing so, you managed to destroy the bulk of the creatures that had attacked," she said.

	"But . . . I couldn't . . . how could I?" Ivy said, struggling to comprehend what had been said.

	"Isn't it obvious? What do you suppose they were doing to you in that place? They were turning you into a weapon. Clearly they have succeeded," she said.

	Ivy shook her head and looked pleadingly to Myranda, hoping to hear a contradiction. An apologetic look was all that came in return.

	"But I helped, right? I . . . killed the things that were trying to hurt us? You aren't going to make me go away, are you!? I can stay with you, can't I!?" Ivy pleaded.

	"The decision has already been made. You shall be delivered to the south and we shall continue with our task unhindered by your idiocy," Ether informed her.

	"No. Myranda wouldn't do that," she said.

	"It was not the human's decision," Ether explained.

	"Well, if it was you, then I don't have to listen. You're mean," she said, crossing her arms.

	"Were I to have my way, you would be festering in the bottom of that ruined fort. Lain is the one who deems this journey necessary," Ether said.

	Ivy looked to the culprit. Lain's cold gaze stared back.

	"Why? Did I do something wrong?" she demanded, tears welling up again.

	"Something wrong? You are a menace! You--" Ether began.

	"Quiet! I know what you think! Now I want to know what he thinks," she demanded.

	"Very well. Hear it from the mouth of Lain. The message is the same," Ether stated.

	She locked eyes with Lain. After a long silence, he spoke.

	"You are a danger to yourself. I will not allow you to die," Lain answered.

	"But I . . . I," Ivy stuttered. "I'll be careful! I'll stay hidden! I'll do whatever you say. Don't make me go!"

	"I will not humor you, I will not coddle you. I will not be kind. What must be done shall be done," Lain stated. 

	With that, he turned suddenly to the mountains. A breath of wind had carried the scent of a long overdue meal, and with a burst of his startling speed, he was off after it. 

	With teary eyes, Ivy watched him go. She then turned to Myranda, running to her like a scolded child. As Myranda comforted her, Ether cast a judgmental gaze over the scene. Her face bore a vague expression of contemplation, peppered with a dash of revulsion. Myranda prayed that she would have the wisdom and decency to hold her tongue until Ivy had recovered somewhat. It came as no surprise when those prayers went unanswered.

	"Explain," she demanded.

	"Ether, please, just give her some time," Myranda begged.

	"No. You. Explain this. Why does this creature have such an effect on the two of you? She is undoubtedly a source of tremendous mystic might, able even to inflict her emotions on others, but you behave with the same foolishness even when the effect is absent," Ether said.

	"I don't expect you to understand this, Ether, but people need each other. We need to care about others, and we need others to care about us. Lain has fought it for most of his life, but now that he has finally found one of his own, he can't deny it anymore. He needs her. We need her. And she needs us," Myranda said.

	"Mmm. It is actually quite fascinating. You see, the true reason for such feelings, as well as why they are nearly exclusive to mortals, is really quite simple. Love between a male and a female is merely a means to ensure the propagation of bloodlines, and love for others is at best a means to ensure that the brood persists. Creatures slightly lower than humans and the like devote the whole of their existence to these tasks. For creatures that have just enough intelligence to become distracted, nature must fool them into maintaining their kind. To know that you cannot explain this need, but value it deeply, speaks volumes of its fundamental nature," Ether said.

	Myranda and Ivy shot her the same stern look. Ivy then turned to Myranda.

	"Do you really mean that? You need me?" Ivy asked.

	"The world needs you, Ivy. You are a very important creature," Myranda said.

	Ivy sniffled. "The whole world? No. How?"

	"You are Chosen," Myranda said.

	"I know. They said it a lot when I was there, and you and Ether argued about it when you found me. What does it mean?" Ivy asked.

	"It means that you, Lain, Ether, myself, and one more person are the only ones who can stop the people who started the war," Myranda explained.

	"The teachers?" she asked.

	Myranda nodded.

	"I can't stop them. I don't think you can either. There are a lot of them, and they can do things that no one should be able to do," Ivy said with a shudder.

	"Well, we have to try, because if we don't, no one will," Myranda explained.

	"But if that is true, then why does Lain want me to go away, and why doesn't Ether like me at all?" Ivy asked.

	"Lain is worried that if you die, then he will be the last of his kind. Ether . . . Ether thinks that there are others better suited to the task than you," Myranda said.

	The shapeshifter's face became visibly more stern at the gently worded explanation. For the moment, at least, she kept silent. For a time, Ivy too was silent. She looked defeated, confused, and frightened.

	"Where will I go? Who will take care of me?" she asked.

	"Well . . . if you go to the south, Lain claims to have friends there," she said.

	"No! No friends. You said Ether was a friend and she hates me. He was supposed to be a friend and he wants me to go away," she said, shaking her head.

	"The only other place is a place called Entwell. It is a wonderful place, and there are wonderful people there. You will certainly be safe, but it is difficult to get there. It is a long trip through a dangerous cave. And once you are there, it will not be easy to leave," Myranda said.

	She knew that telling Ivy this would hardly help things, but she could not bear to lie to her. It was instantly clear that the concept of trudging through a cave did not appeal to her.

	"You have to talk to him. You have to make him let me stay. I don't trust his friends, and I don't want to go in any cave," Ivy said, fairly begging.

	"Listen to her. She must have been well-trained. She plays this part perfectly," Ether said.

	"What are you talking about?" Ivy said angrily.

	"Ether, don't," Myranda warned.

	"You are an agent of the enemy. You can do no good to that end if you are not nearby. So you beg to stay. This softhearted and softer-minded girl feels for you, but I am not so blind," she said.

	"I am not one of them! I told you I am not one of them!" Ivy raged, stamping toward Ether and pointing an angry finger in her face.

	Her anger had surged suddenly. The stir of feelings swirling inside of her turned eagerly to it. Anything that she could lock onto was preferable to the terrible uncertainty.

	"Ether, no! What is wrong with you!? Are you trying to make it happen again? Are you trying to get us killed?" Myranda scolded, her own anger doubled by Ivy's.

	Ivy turned to Myranda, a shocked, hurt look on her face.

	"You . . . you think I would kill you? I would never . . . I could never . . ." she said. 

	When Ivy's anger dropped away, so did Myranda's. 

	"You're afraid of me. Then . . . then maybe I do need to go. But . . . but . . ." she said, flopping to the ground.

	She put her hands over her eyes, weeping softly again. Myranda put her hand on her shoulder, only to have it pushed away.

	"No. Just leave me alone," she said.

	Lain returned with a pair of snow rabbits, a pink tinge on his teeth betraying that he had already had his share. Ivy refused to eat, and though Lain did relent and allow a fire to both restore Ether and cook Myranda's food, even the tantalizing smell of roasting rabbit failed to tempt the distraught Ivy. 

	Myranda felt terrible. It was possible that this was merely Ivy's own sadness spilling over, but she knew that even if that were not the case, she would hardly feel any better. She was the only one in the world right now who the poor creature felt cared for her, and now the feeling of trust was gone. There was nothing she could say or do to make things better. 

	She made herself as comfortable as she could on the ground and prayed that she was tired enough to slip into sleep despite the burning in her mind. Once again, this went unanswered. Periodically, she would open her eyes. Shortly after she saw Lain settle down to rest in his own way, she heard Ivy stir. For a moment, she could feel that the creature was looking at her, inspecting her to see that she was asleep. When she was satisfied, she turned away.

	"Um . . . Ether," she said, sheepishly.

	The shapeshifter was sitting among the crackling flames. Her eyes were closed, dutifully ignoring the creature.

	"I know you don't like me, but . . . I get the feeling you wouldn't lie to me. You don't care about my feelings," Ivy said.

	"I am enormously concerned about your feelings. I am certain that if they go unchecked they will be the end of us," Ether answered.

	"That's why you don't like me. B-because of my . . . my feelings," Ivy said.

	"They are chief among a sizable list of faults," Ether answered.

	"So, if I . . . control my emotions. Then you won't hate me so much," Ivy said.

	"Why are you speaking to me? You know that no good will come of it," Ether said.

	"I don't want to go. I want to know what I can do to stay," Ivy said.

	"You were created specifically to infiltrate and destroy the Chosen," Ether said.

	"I wasn't!" Ivy snapped, quickly composing herself. "I wasn't, but I know that you don't believe me. What can I do to prove to you that you are wrong?"

	"There is nothing you can do. You cannot disprove what I know to be true," Ether stated.

	Myranda could feel the frustration and irritation fluttering just below the surface, but whenever it arose, she pushed it down again. Carefully, she opened her eyes slightly. Ivy was kneeling before the flames, her hands clasped. Begging.

	"Then tell me how I can help you, how I can abandon them," she asked.

	"Attempting to prove loyalty through treachery. Only a truly inferior mind could have produced such a flawed concept," she jabbed.

	Ivy took a deep breath as Myranda felt another surge of anger come and go.

	"Then what about Lain? What can I do to convince him?" she asked.

	"Again, absolutely nothing. His concerns, well-founded, are that you will get yourself killed if left to your own devices, and his judgment is muddled by the same impairment that renders you such a liability. He cares about you. Even if you were to present to him a solid, sound, and irrefutable reason to change his mind, I assure you, he would not do so. It was among the first of my observations of mortals. Emotion robs them of reason," Ether said.

	"Well . . . well, you aren't emotional, right? What would you do, if you were me?" she said.

	"End my own life," she answered without hesitation. 

	"Why can't you help me!?" Ivy said, her objection choked off by a knot in her throat.

	"Ivy," Myranda said, sitting up.

	She turned, then looked away quickly, trying to hide her tears.

	"You weren't supposed to hear that," she said.

	"Listen, Ivy. I want you to know that I am sorry for what I said before. I didn't mean it," she said.

	"Yes, you did. You were just too nice to say that before. That's why I didn't want to talk to you. You would be nice. You wouldn't be honest," she said.

	"All right. You want honesty? I am afraid. I am afraid when you lose control. But mostly I am afraid we might lose you. That is what Lain is afraid of, too. I said it before. We need you. And even if we didn't, I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt," she said.

	"What do I do?" she pleaded.

	"You need to learn control. That will come with time," she said.

	"What about Ether?" she asked.

	"Don't mind Ether. She can't help the way she is, just as you can't help the way you are. Don't take too much of what she says to heart. She hasn't learned to deal with people yet," Myranda said.

	"I've no interest in learning so distasteful a lesson," Ether remarked.

	"Well, what about Lain?" she asked.

	"Lain . . . Lain knows that what we are doing is very dangerous. He is willing to risk his own life. He isn't willing to risk yours. I believe in you. I know that if you do the best you can, and we work together, then we can do what needs to be done, and we can protect each other. We just need to make him see that," Myranda said.

	"So, if I prove that I can take care of myself, I might be able to stay?" she said.

	"I can't say for sure, but . . . perhaps," Myranda said.

	"Then I'll do it!" she decided.

	"Good, we need you," Myranda said. 

	With the weight of her words off her chest and a flicker of hope that they would keep the group together, she settled down for sleep again. This time it came swiftly. The sky was still black when Ivy shook Myranda awake again. She had a strange look on her face. It was a mix of fear with a dash of excitement. 

	"Six of them. Human soldiers, a few miles away," she said breathlessly.

	"Standard patrol, due south. They are headed away now, but they will swing further this way with the next pass. A few hours," Lain explained.

	"I smelled them first. I knew they were coming," she said.

	"We can't move yet, but soon--and quickly," Lain said. 

	"If they are to the south, where will we go? The mountains?" Myranda asked.

	"No. It will slow us. West. Then south through the fields," he said.

	Lain trained his nose to the south, sampling the air. Ether took her place beside Lain. She shifted to wind and prompted a gentle breeze. Ivy quickly took a place between them, mimicking Lain as closely as possible. Ether moved to the other side, only to have Ivy wedge herself between again. 

	"Now," Lain stated.

	Ivy nodded. She rushed to Myranda and took her hand, pulling her forward. The four whisked across the field at Lain's pace. There wasn't nearly enough light to see what was ahead. Only Lain seemed to know. Ivy was just eager, even desperate to stay by his side. Ether swept effortlessly as wind. Myranda could hardly breathe, but she did her best to keep up the pace. If not for Ivy's firm and insistent aid, Myranda would scarcely have had a chance of staying with them. The malthrope had a look of determination, of focus. Without a word, Lain shifted his path. Now they were headed south. 

	Suddenly, Ivy froze. Her head turned and locked onto the darkness to the west. Lain stopped and turned. His gaze was enough to urge forward, but Ivy wouldn't budge. She was trembling slightly. Ether came to a stop, floating above her, looking down with mild disgust. Then she too turned to face the darkness.

	"D'karon," she said, darting toward the source of Ivy's fear.

	"Never mind her. Keep moving," Lain urged.

	"I . . . I . . . no. We have to stay together. We have to protect each other. She'll be killed!" Ivy decided.

	Without time for another word, Ivy was off, Myranda still in her grasp. Behind them, the rapid strides of Lain could just barely be heard. Somehow, he managed to sprint almost silently. The same was not so for Ivy, as each step crunched loudly on the icy ground. She cast a glance back and saw him quickly closing the gap between them. Myranda was holding onto Ivy with one arm and her staff and bag with the other, her feet barely touching the ground.

	"He is going to catch up," Ivy said nervously.

	"You need to slow down. We need to be cautious. Wait for him, we can do this together," Myranda urged with what breath she had to spare.

	"No. If he catches up, he will stop me, and I won't get to show him that I can do this. You will have to run on your own. Promise you'll follow me," Ivy said.

	"I promise," Myranda agreed.

	The malthrope released her and doubled her pace. With nothing but her ever-present club to carry, she was now at least a match for Lain's speed. 

	Myranda ran for all she was worth. Moments later, Lain tore past her as though she were standing still. The pounding footsteps of Ivy retreated into the distance, and Myranda found herself alone in the pitch-black night, her legs burning with fatigue, her lungs frozen from the night air. The ground began to slope gently upwards. 

	At the crest of the hill, Myranda found Lain. She tried to pass him, but he grabbed her. Without a word, he pointed to the ground that sloped away ahead of them. It looked strange. In most places in the north, the earth was a frozen mass, unbroken and undisturbed for a dozen winters. The ground beyond the hill was different. It was churned up, almost as though it had been tilled and plowed. Soil was visible among the snow and ice, which meant the earth had been disturbed since the last snowfall.

	"What is it?" Myranda asked.

	Lain silently pointed. Myranda strained her eyes. Patches of the gray ground seemed to be moving. Bulges were rippling their way across the ground. Tracing their course forward led her eyes to Ivy. She was standing perfectly still in the center of the field, and judging by the steadily intensifying blue aura about her, she was petrified by the churning earth. As her fear grew, the aura grew brighter, making more of the field visible to even Myranda's eyes. She quickly scanned the area. The low hill they were perched upon seemed to ring the field. At the center was a structure low to the ground, made of an ancient-looking gray wood. There was one enormous door hinged at the bottom like a drawbridge, and a slight wisp of thin smoke streamed from a stout rectangular chimney. 

	Slowly, one by one, the bulges stopped approaching and sunk back into the ground.

	"What are they?" Myranda whispered.

	"I don't know," Lain said.

	Ivy hesitantly took another step toward the fort. The instant her foot touched the ground, a handful of the bulges rose up again and began to move toward her. Again she froze, and slowly they submerged.

	"Ivy! Hold still!" Myranda called out.

	Ivy couldn't stop shaking. When the last piece of ground sunk back into place, the things were only a few paces away. She looked to her friends. There was concern on Myranda's face. Lain was steady as always. Not a drop of the fear that was fairly coursing through her veins. She could feel it passing a threshold, taking hold of her like it had before. Her fingers tightened on the grip of the club. Not today. She turned to the doors and sprinted. Out of the corners of her eyes, she saw more ripples than she could count streak past her. She pushed them from her mind and pressed on. She would prove herself. 

	Myranda watched in horror. Each step coaxed a half-dozen more of the threatening ripples to the surface. It was the steps. The bulges only rose when Ivy's feet hit the ground. The vibrations must have been alerting them. 

	Suddenly, directly in Ivy's path, one of the creatures responsible burst from the ground. It was a horrid sight. She skidded to a stop a hair in front of the beast. A worm writhed before her, leathery gray skin arranged in thick overlapping plates like armor. It was thick as her waist and longer than she was tall. The front split like a flower, with four jagged jaws snapping. A dozen needle-sharp tongues flitted in and out. The fear leapt back into her throat and burned at her mind. Reflexively, she raised her club.

	"Ivy, no!" Myranda shouted.

	The weapon came down with shattering force. When she raised it again, what lay beneath resembled a smashed cigar. A dash of yellow mixed with her blue aura and the beginnings of a smile came to her face. She turned to see if her friends had seen her conquest. The sight she beheld wiped the smile from her face and brought renewed intensity to her fear. Like a wave spreading across a still lake, the creatures burst from the ground in an ever-increasing circle around her. 

	Lain could wait no longer. He rushed into the field. With the threat thus revealed, he could navigate the field without surprises. There were thousands of the worms. The whole of the field was an undulating mass--but with each footstep, the worms shifted like a tide to the place it landed, opening a tiny patch of land behind. Where there was no clearing, a swift swipe of his blade made one.

	Ivy's eyes shot from the threat that surrounded her to the savior that approached her. As frightened as she was by the danger all around, she was more frightened of being left behind by these people who had plucked her from her prison. She couldn't risk it. She couldn't risk being rescued. It would rob her of perhaps her only chance to prove herself. The worms jabbed at her feet, but she was swift. Her movements became fluid, purposeful. Her grace was easily a match for Lain's precision. Finally, she sprang with all of her might to the door and caught hold of one of the cross-planks halfway up. She flipped the club into the air and scrambled up the door, catching the weapon like a baton as it fell. The entire maneuver was so practiced, so effortless, it seemed choreographed. She planted her heels onto the top of the door and her back against the stone wall and pushed. 

	The door was enormous. It should have taken a team of horses to open, but with her already unnatural strength fueled by fear and desperation, the thick slat began to creak. Not quickly enough, though. Lain was nearly there. She struck madly at the slat with heavy blows of the club, splintering the wood. Finally, it split in two, the piece she was perched upon crashed to the ground, crushing the worms that had gathered to attack the last place her foot had found purchase. She dropped, rather less gracefully than she had climbed, through the hole.

	Myranda stood motionless at the edge of the field, unnoticed by the worms that had swarmed over the huge plank of wood, rendering it a scattered pile of shards in moments. Lain managed to spring over the undulating mass and climbed inside the fort. Now it was left for her to do the same. When there seemed no more targets to destroy, the worms slowly settled into the ground as easily as into a pool of water. In a matter of heartbeats, there was nothing left in the courtyard but a series of furrows where the horrid beasts had surfaced and submerged. 

	Myranda knew she couldn't outmaneuver the beasts as the others had, but it was clear that the monsters blindly attacked anything that shook the ground. The more the ground shook, the more madly they attacked. She called to mind the teachings of Cresh, her mentor in earth magic. She focused on a point far to the left of the fort and began to force her will into the ground. Before she could even sense she was having an effect, the beasts were visibly migrating to the point. When they reached it, they began to thrash about, searching for whatever might be causing the tremors. 

	Before long, the blind, deaf creatures turned to blame each other. She maintained the tremor long enough to reach the door and climbed as best she could with her staff in her hand. 

	#

	The image flickered away. Deacon's eyes closed. He turned back to his task. He had managed to secure the large bag of gold coins the village kept. It was the accumulated wealth of the entire village, with the exception of the small horde kept by the dragon Solomon, and oddly it was one of the least protected of its valuables. The coins were scattered about the table. Some were heads up. Others tails up. 

	"Heads," he said, tossing a handful into the air. 

	They dropped to the table and rattled to a rest, all heads up. He shook his head. It wasn't enough. He knew a dozen spells that could cause the coins to land as he chose. He wasn't casting any of them. He did nothing to the coins. What he had changed was the odds. But it wasn't enough. It didn't prove if the spell was sufficient. Heads. Tails. It could only be one or the other. Or . . . 

	He turned all of his training, all of his years of education, to the task of honing the spell. He swept all of the coins from the table and cupped them in his hands. Closing his eyes, he threw them in the air. They clattered down again. Bouncing. Skipping. Spinning. Finally, they were still and silent. Slowly he opened his eyes. Some coins were on the floor. Others on the other chair. Most were on the table. Every last one was standing on its edge. That was enough.

	He scribbled a few more lines onto the tattered pile of pages that lay on the edge of the table and rushed for the door. When he was able to squeeze a rational thought past the excitement, he stopped and picked up his satchel. There were some things he would need.

	 


Chapter 23

	Myranda dropped into the dark interior of the fort. When she conjured light enough to see, she found that it looked as different from the other forts inside as it did outside. The others had a wide open hall in the middle, with cells lining the walls. The cells were missing here. The whole of the floor was one enormous room, interrupted by the occasional wooden support. Each corner of the room was hidden behind a slatted wooden wall that didn't quite reach the ceiling. 

	Though there were no cells, the floor was far from unoccupied. Beasts, ranging from the size of a small horse to some that reached the ceiling, filled the floor. They were arranged in ranks, and all stood perfectly still. For a moment, Myranda thought they were statues, but if they were, the attention to detail was supernatural. Hair moved with the wind from outside, eyes gleamed in the light. As for their forms, they had a twisted familiarity to them: a massive black tiger-like creature, with horns like a bull and barbs sticking through its fur; an eagle with a downward pointing tail that tapered into that of a scorpion. Most looked as though the most awful parts of a dozen animals were assembled into a single body. Largest was a beast that resembled ten enormous snakes joined at the tails to a central body with a squid-like beak on both top and bottom. 

	Once it became clear that they were no immediate threat, Lain ignored the terrible wonders and disappeared down the stairs at the far end of the room. This place, it seemed, had at least two things in common with the other forts. It had the same roundabout stair system--and, judging from the chorus of creaks and echoes, it was at least as deep. 

	Myranda tried to follow, but something wasn't right. There was a powerful magic at work. Very powerful, like a constant pressure on her mind. The sheer intensity of the enchantment was almost disorienting. It must have been what Ether had felt, what had led her here. Perhaps Ivy had felt it, too. Myranda leaned heavily on her staff to gather herself. Her eyes turned to the ground. 

	Embedded in the floor in front of each of the beasts was a plaque. Engraved in each was a cold, analytical label for the associated creature. Augmented Plains Predator Revision II. Venomous Raptor Revision VI. Beneath each engraved label was another one, rougher, as though it had been scratched in afterward. Raid Stalker. Needlehawk. There was the air of a museum, that these were objects of pride. She turned to the door, recovered somewhat from the influence of the place, and followed the others.

	#

	Deep inside, many floors below, Ivy was rushing past shelves, stands, and figures she dare not look at. The terror was already burning at her mind. She had to find Ether and take her away from this place. That would prove to Lain that she could protect herself and help the team. That would let her stay. She sprinted down flight after flight of stairs to ever larger floors. 

	Finally, she saw her: Ether was standing before a large, heavy door. She had changed back to human form, and seemed to be contemplating something. She turned to Ivy, a look of mild disappointment on her face.

	"What are you doing here, fool?" she demanded.

	"You have to leave. You'll be hurt. You'll be killed!" Ivy urged, tugging desperately at Ether's arm.

	Ether pulled away.

	"Calm yourself, beast. There is nothing here or anywhere in this world that can threaten me. Least of all this place. The D'karon have gone from here. Only their creations remain," she said.

	"They have? Then . . . then we don't need to be here. We can go . . . before they come back," Ivy said, relief in her voice. The piercing blue aura about her began to fade.

	"No. There is a dark magic at work here. A powerful one. I cannot allow it to continue its work," Ether said. 

	"Yes! Yes you can! We can go! Please! Before something goes wrong!" Ivy begged, the bright blue light surging back.

	"You are pathetic," Ether sneered.

	"What was that?" Ivy gasped, turning to the source of a noise.

	"I heard nothing," Ether said.

	"Well, turn into something with better ears! There is something scratching around in this room," Ivy demanded.

	Ether ignored her, turning to the door before her. It was the first door she had encountered since entering the fort. Whatever lay beyond it was considered more valuable than all that preceded it. There were plenty of cracks around the door, and even a barred view hole. She should have been able to flow through it with ease in her wind form, but she had been turned away. There was some locking spell, an impressively powerful one, preventing her from moving forward. Runes were inscribed on the door as well, no doubt the source of the enchantment. Undoing the spell would be no simple task. 

	She touched the door, recoiling almost immediately. The spell that protected the door and the far more powerful one that had drawn her here were . . . unnatural. They seemed to reverberate with a familiar tone, but horribly twisted, perverted.

	Ivy shifted uneasily from foot to foot, sensitive ears trained to the silence, simultaneously seeking and dreading the scratching she'd heard before. As she did, she slowly began to notice the surroundings she had been so dutifully ignoring. This floor was filled with orderly rows of shelves. Upon the shelves, in labeled progressions, were sequences of body parts of advancing quality and detail. 

	Nearest to her was a row of skulls. The first was a human skull, the word Man etched in a plate beneath it. Next to it were a line of eight others collectively labeled Altered Intellectual Dominant, with each skull additionally labeled with a "Revision" number. Scratched beneath the embossed label was the word Nearman. The gruesome sight was repeated a dozen times over on the other shelves and even lining the wall, where a dragon skull hung beside no less than fifteen attempted duplicates, the last few resembling the horrid dragoyle. 

	Ivy struggled to keep her fear in check.

	"Would you hurry! Break the door down! Do what you have to do so we can leave this place!" Ivy pleaded.

	"I must first determine what we may find behind the door, so that I might take the form best suited to face it," Ether said.

	"It is the workshop and laboratory," Ivy said.

	"How would you know that?" Ether scoffed.

	"It says it on the door!" Ivy said, pointing at the arcane writing word by word as she spoke the words again. "Workshop and laboratory! And then a recipe or something! Please, Ether, just do what you want to do, or tell me what to do and I'll do it. I can't take this place."

	"How can you read that? Why would they teach you their language?" Ether asked accusingly.

	"I don't know, maybe they didn't mean to! What does it matter? Just open the door!" she demanded, punctuating her demand with a mighty thrust kick to the door.

	There was a burst of orange light and Ivy cried out in pain amid a crackle of energy. She was sent hurtling backward, skidding to a stop near the stairs at the other side of the room. The blue aura that had surrounded her and illuminated the room was dimmed to nothing. She groaned dizzily, flat on her back and dazed. 

	Ether looked to the door. It hung precariously from one hinge, the other broken. Whatever enchantment had protected it was spent. Ether cast a swift glance toward Ivy, shaking her head slightly. Quickly, she turned to stone and passed through the doorway, making her way through the pitch-blackness.

	#

	Many floors above, Myranda scrambled to catch up to Lain. Floor after floor of monstrous beasts streaked by her. The ancient wooden floor boards creaked and groaned. Each footfall kicked up a puff of dust and dry rotten wood. Myranda wondered briefly why such a massive place would have been built of wood when the others were stone. Suddenly, as she was about to emerge from yet another staircase, a hand yanked her back. The hand covered the glowing gem on her staff, obscuring the light. A voice whispered in her ear.

	"Douse the light and be silent," he said.

	It was Lain. She obeyed, and was soon shrouded in utter darkness. He whispered again, his words barely louder than her pounding heart.

	"Stay here, and stay perfectly still," he warned.

	Myranda did as she was told. She did not hear anything. She didn't hear Lain leave her side. She didn't hear him navigate the room in complete darkness. The next sound she heard was a peculiar squeal cut short. A few moments later, the voice was in her ear again.

	"Restore the light--slowly," he instructed.

	The crisp, bluish-white light of the staff slowly grew bright enough for Myranda to see Lain drop a small, bat-like creature to the ground. Myranda could not discern any more details before he mashed it into paste with his heel. He closed his eyes and listened intently before continuing forward. 

	"What was that?" Myranda asked.

	"A watcher. I've only encountered them a handful of times before. Expect opposition momentarily," he said.

	With that, Lain resumed his swift pursuit of Ivy. Myranda was puzzled by the statement, but followed as quickly as she could. There had been nothing but frozen field for as far as the eye could see in all directions, but if he was not taking the time to explain, Myranda hardly thought it wise to take the time to question. It was a warning, and these days a warning was a luxury. 

	Myranda had scarcely made it to the next floor when the mysterious threat presented itself. Out from the wooden slats at each corner of the room slipped a cloak. Then another, then another. Suddenly there was a dozen of them. Swiftly, the disembodied garments began to circle about Myranda, slipping between and over the shelves that filled the floor. Myranda conjured a flame, the only truly effective weapon against these wraiths, but doused it immediately. If she was to use fire here, she would have to take great care. The wood was decrepit and bone-dry. It would catch fire even more readily than the cloaks.

	She rushed to the doorway after Lain. As she did, she placed her staff behind her back and willed some of the fabric of her own cloak, shredded and loose from overuse, into a bow to hold it in place. While still maintaining the light it provided, she then reached into her bag and brandished a knife in each hand. Dodging the swipe of a phantom claw and delivering a retaliatory slash, she slipped into the stairway and continued on. The creatures, save for when they chose to screech their terrifying cry, moved almost silently. There was no way of knowing how near they were, and once they were a fair distance from Myranda's light, the black cloth blended seamlessly with the darkness. 

	Myranda focused on moving forward. She had to avoid being surrounded before reaching the others.

	#

	Behind her, Ether heard the occasional shriek of a cloak, but she quickly dismissed it. The room that surrounded her was far more deserving of her attention. Leading down from the door was a long flight of stairs to the floor below. A small fire in a stone fireplace cast a dim glow. Over it was a cauldron simmering a foul-smelling fluid. Opposite the fire, barely visible in the dim light, was a tablet inscribed with more of the same runes. It was undoubtedly the source of the truly remarkable amount of raw power that seemed to permeate this place. 

	Stands held books with immaculate and detailed sketches of dozens of beasts, each labeled and described in the same arcane runes that had labeled the door. Just past the foot of the stairs was a narrow channel in the floor that seemed to have no purpose. A large platform stood in the center of the room. Upon it a now-unrecognizable creature lay, separated with a surgeon's skill into neat piles. The faint brown stains of blood could be seen on the surface of the platform. Tall glass jars contained most of what had once flowed through the creature's veins. An array of instruments and tools were laid out with care on a tray. The curving blades and needle-sharp claws conjured to mind images of their use that would haunt the mind of a normal being. 

	Everything in the room had a meticulous, obsessive feel to it--and the feel that life was meaningless to the person who created such a place. Ether's eyes turned to the far wall. Instantly, a fury began to build inside of her. There, like forgotten playthings, were a handful of nameless abominations. They stood motionless, just as all that she had passed in her descent, but these were different. They bore no resemblance to anything of this world. The products of a madman's cruel mind or a twisted reality, the creatures were an affront to Ether's very existence--masses of tentacles, pincers, and spidery legs in configurations that defied logic.

	Ether stalked toward them, preparing to destroy the creatures, when a bright light and astounding power appeared behind her. She turned to see a disc of what looked to be darkness itself swirling into existence. It grew until its edge dipped into the channel in the floor. Slowly, the center of the disc parted like smoke, and there could be seen the form of a man. He stepped forward and emerged from the portal. Quickly, with a loud, thundering clap, the portal closed. 

	Ether surveyed the man. He was thin, almost gaunt. His clothes were of fine cloth, with no armor to speak of, and stained with various unidentifiable fluids. Around his neck hung a large piece of fractured crystal, faintly glowing blue. His hair was dark, with a peppering of gray. His skin was pale. Long, thin fingers gripped loosely the head of a silvery weapon. It was the size of a staff, but tapered into a blade along its length. Four similar weapons hung from his back, each head adorned with four tiny crystals, each crystal dim with blue light. He was a head shorter than Ether's current form. 

	The man who stood before her, in appearance, was no threat. In presence, however, the same could not be said. He didn't so much look at Ether as analyze her. His eyes were intense, piercing. There was no hint of fear. He seemed to radiate a feeling of command, of superiority. 

	"The shapeshifter. The watcher announced only the malthrope. Properly training it to identify a shapeshifter in an elemental form may prove an intriguing challenge," he remarked.

	"Are you the one responsible for creating these monstrosities?" Ether demanded, pointing a finger at the twisted creatures behind her.

	"I am," he stated.

	"Then it is my duty to destroy you. You have bastardized nature itself," Ether proclaimed.

	"Yes, yes. So you say. If you wish to do battle, I must request that we do so outside of this place. It is quite near to my records room, and I am not quite certain I have created duplicates of all of my notes," he said.

	"Ether, something is happening upstairs! I think the others need our help! We--" came Ivy's voice from the doorway, but it swiftly caught in her throat. 

	The man turned.

	"Welcome home, wayward one," he said, almost pleasantly.

	Ether took full advantage of his distraction. She swung her stone fist with all of her might at the stranger's head. In a flash, the four staffs on his back extended, splitting into segments. Insect-like legs extended from along the length. The edge of the silvery things reached the floor and planted themselves. Ether's fist clanked off of their bodies uselessly. Before she could attempt a second blow, three of the creature weapons weaved like metal centipedes to her. Two wrapped around her ankles, digging their legs into hers, and buried the tips of their tails deep into the floor. The third planted the rows of legs nearest to its head and curled its tail like that of a scorpion, striking again and again.

	#

	A few floors above, Myranda finally reached Lain. Several dozen cloaks had been left in shreds on the floor, but dozens more stood between him and the next flight of stairs. The creatures had been keeping their distance until now, picking at their targets as they had in the past. This was different. They were united in a frenzy to keep Lain from this next door, and they were succeeding. 

	In her fight to reach this far, Myranda had felt the rake of the black claws of these creatures more than once, and she knew well that if Lain's sword and skill were not enough to quell the tide, her own blades would do precious little good. She had to use fire, but first she had to protect the ancient tinderbox that surrounded them from it. 

	"Keep them from me for just a few moments," she said, shutting her eyes and trusting that he could do so. 

	Lain shifted his stance, swatting the creatures away instead of trying to strike them down. Quickly, Myranda's plan became clear. The temperature of the room was dropping dramatically. As she drew the heat from the walls, floor, and ceiling, frost began to form. She pushed the spell as far as it would go, until the wood was fairly white with ice.

	"Now don't let them leave," she said.

	She unleashed all of the stolen heat, combined with as much as her mind could conjure at once, at the swirling swarm of cloaks. They took eagerly to flame, rising in a chorus of unholy screeches. Like paper thrown on a fire, the creatures flitted madly about, knocking the shelves to the ground. They charged at the pair of heroes, but never attempted to flee through the door they defended. Myranda deflected a few with a hasty shield spell, and Lain dispatched the rest in huge swaths with mighty swings of his sword. The injured creatures needed barely a slice to finish the job the fire had started and rob them of their will. Once that damage had been done, they fluttered uselessly to the floor where they sizzled at the frost and smoldered. 

	Before long, all that remained of the army of cloth wraiths was a cloud of choking smoke and a mound of charred embers. Lain sped through the smoke toward the door and Myranda followed, the mystic exertion reminding her of the tremendous spell that had disoriented her earlier. 

	#

	Below, Ivy remembered why she had come there, and rushed down the stairs in an attempt to free Ether from her predicament. The centipedes were taking their toll on her. The strikes of the steel tail were chipping easily away at her stone body, and the blasted things were far too fast for her to strike at. As Ether reached her, the man gestured to the remaining two weapon creatures. They responded to the wordless command and flowed up the stairs, raising the door back into place. They then each planted their legs into the door and the wall, barring it with their bodies.

	Ivy, the glow about her a piercing blue again, walked in a wide, cautious circle around the man, who did not assume the slightest of defensive postures. Slowly, he walked to a shelf on one wall. He opened a box upon it and pocketed a number of objects from inside. As he did, he spoke casually to Ivy, who was fruitlessly swatting her weapon at the attacking centipede. 

	"I see you carry a club. You were given the strength for such a weapon, but I would have expected a more elegant one," he said. "We never trained you with a club."

	"Shut up!" Ivy demanded. "You were there. You were one of the teachers!"

	"Mmm. Teachers. My little experiment, I am so much more than your teacher," he said.

	"What did you call me?" she asked. The word seemed to cut her deep.

	"Experiment. Altered Chosen Revision IV. The fourth attempt, and the only one with any degree of true success, though the second and third are not without their usefulness--and, with you as a prototype, the fifth is looking very promising indeed," he said.

	"What are you saying?" Ivy cried, storming up to him and shouting in his face. The aura around her shifted sharply to red.

	"One moment please," he requested casually, utterly unconcerned. He pulled from his pocket a gem the size of a small stone and held it up.

	Ether had grown weary of weathering the attacks and grip of the centipedes and shifted to wind. Her turbulent form streaked at the stranger, who thrust the crystal forward. The instant Ether came in contact with the gem, she cried out in pain, the stone quickly taking on a bright white glow. More of her windy form streamed off and into the heart of the gem as long as Ether remained near it, and the effect it was having on her was clear. The intensity of the wind that was her body decreased significantly. 

	Finally, she pulled away, greatly weakened by the encounter. The gem maintained its brightness as he pocketed it. He snapped his fingers and the three centipedes formerly attacking Ether clattered along the walls and to the ceiling, where Ether hung recovering. The four small gems that shone like eyes on the heads of the creatures, Ether soon found, were of the same type as the one used to weaken her. Ether flitted fruitlessly about the room in an attempt to escape them, but the fleet-footed creatures were everywhere, it seemed.

	"I am Demont. I am responsible for designing and producing some of the finest living weapons in creation, and you are unique among them. I really should work with Epidime more often. The direct link between body and spirit was a stroke of genius. Permitting the most basic of functions of the brain access to the vast reservoir of energy the soul has to offer makes even the most feeble mind capable of devastation," he mused.

	"I'm not an experiment! I'm Ivy! You didn't make me! You couldn't have!" Ivy raged.

	"Ivy, eh? Well, the body is my work. Nature must take the credit for the soul," he said. 

	Ether could not avoid the constant assault by her attackers. Soon she felt that she could not hold together any longer and dropped to the ground. One of the creatures dropped down beside her and Ether's form wrapped in an intense cyclone about the beast. There were a few moments of chaos, then silence, and where there had been three creatures, there were now four. The remaining centipedes ceased their attack, unsure of which was their foe. 

	Ivy turned back to the man and smiled. In the brief silence, an odd ringing noise followed by the clattering of one of the centipedes tumbling down the stairs in pieces marked Lain's entry. Demont's face turned not fearful, but stern. Half of the door fell away, sliding down the steps. The four remaining creature weapons clamored quickly to Demont's side. 

	Lain leapt at Demont but was intercepted by a pair of the centipedes. Ether, in her stolen form, tangled with another, and the last occupied Myranda. Ivy bared her teeth and charged, fear entirely supplanted by anger. She was clearly on the verge of becoming the chaotic form that had ravaged the dragoyles before. The red aura was blinding. 

	"HALT!" Demont ordered.

	Instantly, the aura vanished. Darkness swept in. Myranda conjured light. She could not afford to wait for her eyes to adjust. Lain dispatched the first of his opponents. Ether was still entangled with hers. Ivy stood with a confused, disoriented look on her face.

	"Much as I would like to see the cascading reaction Epidime described, I must not permit it here. This fort houses the only physical manifestation of a great many of my creations, and I do not wish to destroy it unless it is absolutely necessary," he said. "Now, listen closely, all of you. I do not feel that this place is an appropriate one to capture you, and with the exception of the human, strict orders prohibiting me from killing you have been reinstated. Thus, I must insist that you leave this place. If you do so quickly and willingly, I shall do you no more harm."

	Demont made his way to a long case in the corner of the room. A final swipe of Lain's sword finished his opponent. He charged at Demont, but the case clicked open and ten more of the centipedes charged out to his defense. Myranda, who had yet to find something in her mystic repertoire to effectively combat one of the nasty things, now had six to contend with. Lain destroyed two of his own quickly, but the remaining three maneuvered well within the radius that allowed an effective sword strike, and proved more troublesome. Ether, however, managed to tear the beast she tangled with to pieces, and weaved her way quickly toward Demont.

	Of all of the skills these creations had, intelligence was sorely lacking. They could not tell friend from foe, and with Demont distracted pocketing the loose notes, books, and tools from around the room, there was no one to guide them.

	Ether sprung to Demont's leg. The needle-sharp legs of her current form dug deep into his flesh and she summoned all of the strength the abomination could muster. Like a flash of lightning, the blade of a tail sunk just a whisper into Demont's skin. Before it could slice further, a trio of the creatures latched onto the shapeshifter and tore her free. Dark blood ran from Demont's back as Ether was stretched taut by the creatures. 

	With little more than a nod, creatures began to peel off from attacking the others and assaulted the immobilized shapeshifter. Ether shifted suddenly back to stone, bursting from beneath the beasts. She charged at him. In a swift motion, he revealed one of the tools he had selected and drove it into her chest. It was a rapier-thin serrated blade, striped with filaments of the crystal. The filaments led back to the grip, which bore a delicate metal claw. The claw held a large, finely-crafted jewel. On contact, the web of lines illuminated and the gem shone brightly. 

	Ether reared back and grasped the cruel weapon, trying madly and futilely to tear it from her chest. 

	"It is a soul extractor, a simple tool. Merely a clarified and refined thir crystal. A lesser soul would be drawn from the body. Trapped entirely within. I suspect you exceed the gem's capacity. We shall see," he explained.

	Ether's motion slowed. Ivy watched, as though from a great distance. Demont's command had shaken her to her core. It felt as though her mind had been pushed aside. There was nothing stopping her from moving, but she lacked the will to do so. Somewhere far away, she heard Myranda cry out in pain. Her fingers tightened on the grip of the club. Slowly her head turned. The creatures were all over Myranda. A flex of her mind repelled them, but as quickly as they were gone, others replaced them. Her face was scraped and bloodied. She was losing the fight. Ivy's lips drew back. Her teeth clenched. 

	Demont waded through the carnage. It dutifully parted before him. He reached the door at the top of the stairs. This monstrous man, this fiend who would endanger her friends, was about to go free. The thought burned at Ivy's mind. Finally she regained control.

	With a mighty blow of her club, she smashed at the centipedes attacking Lain. He broke free from the creatures and sprinted up the stairs to swing his weapon at the general. A trio of the creatures hurled themselves in the way of the sword. It sliced through them all and cut a cruel gash along Demont's arm. All of the remaining centipedes scrambled to haul Lain away from their master. He grasped the injury, his face finally showing pain. It shifted quickly to anger.

	"Congratulations. You have motivated me to disobey direct orders," Demont hissed.

	He motioned to the rune-inscribed tablet before sprinting out the door. One of the beasts launched toward it, shattering the brittle stone. It was as though the whole of the structure shattered with it. The floorboards creaked; the cries of a thousand horrid beasts rang out at once. 

	The spell that had paralyzed the countless monstrosities on display above was broken. They were awake. 

	Trampling feet shook the ceiling. The cauldron held above the fire gave way, spilling its foul-smelling contents and scattering the flames. Myranda, momentarily left alone by the centipedes, put her mind to work. She swept up the liquid and guided it to the cluster of creatures. When they were mired in it, she froze it solid. She then tried to use what was left of it to extinguish the spreading flames, but it merely sizzled and blackened. Instead, she turned her mind directly to the task. The flames, as though guided by an unseen hand, had spread directly to the supports in the room. Already they were buckling and splintering under the weight. She turned her mind to keeping them together.

	"Myranda, come on! We need to go now!" Ivy said, fear quickly moving in to take the place of anger.

	"I need to keep the fire under control. Help Ether," Myranda managed, sweat running from her temple at the rising heat and massive effort.

	"Why? She likes fire! Now that the teacher is gone we can go!" Ivy urged.

	"With that thing . . . in her chest . . . no telling what will happen. Can't afford . . . to lose her . . . for any amount . . . of time." Myranda had to struggle to get the words out. The flames were slowly creeping forward, and the supports were beginning to split. She redoubled her efforts.

	Ivy rushed to the motionless Ether. She tugged and pulled at the extractor, but the hands that had tried so hard to pull it free were now locking it in place. Looking at the rapidly failing supports, panic made her decision for her. She bent low and pulled the stone form forward onto her shoulders. One arm was hooked behind its legs, the other over its neck and still clutching the ever-present club. The weight was enormous. Straining desperately, her fear-fueled muscles hefted the shapeshifter from the ground. She turned her head to Myranda. Their eyes met.

	"I will follow . . . I swear to you," Myranda said.

	With that, Ivy made her way up the stairs. With each step she gained speed. Fear, determination, and a cocktail of other emotions powered her every motion. She emerged into the next floor. Madness itself lay before her. Nameless nightmares, maws belching flame, wretched black mist, and substances that defied description filled the room to every corner. In the center, a swath of shredded beasts led to Lain on the stairs across from her. His sword dripped a dozen shades of blood as he fought to clear the way ahead. 

	She rushed as fast as she could, but the gap he had created was closing. In her ears, there was naught but the thunder of unnatural cries. Her legs worked of their own accord. There was no hope of warding off the fear now. She could only hope to lend the urgency and purpose she felt to whatever it was that would very shortly rob her of her wits.

	#

	Lain sunk his sword to the hilt in yet another beast and tore his weapon free. His senses were under assault from every conceivable direction. There was no telling what these creatures were capable of. No two were the same. There was no time to learn their motions, to plan, to think. His instinct slipped directly from his mind to the tip of his weapon, guiding it to whatever patch of scales, fur, skin, or shell might suffer worst from its bite. The darkness that had made his first encounters with these creatures all the more difficult was now banished by the pale blue light pouring from Ivy. Her thumping footsteps increasingly shook the weak floorboards. Myranda was not behind her. 

	Before his eyes in the moment he could spare to see her, she changed. Her eyes clouded over. She surged forward with an impossible speed. The blue tinge of her aura vanished, leaving a brilliant white. The last few creatures before her were swept aside by the sheer force of her motion. With a single stride, she leapt up the stairs and past Lain. Foregoing the landing entirely, she planted a second stride on the wall of the twisting stairway. From there, she thrust herself to the floor above without touching a single step. 

	Tiny scampering creatures were crushed underfoot. Huge hulking beasts were outmaneuvered. Lain now followed in her wake. Keeping as close as he could manage, he slashed at any beast that ventured near enough to threaten either of them, and as many others his weapon could reach. Utterly unique creatures, similar only in purpose. Creatures made to kill. Prototypes, failed attempts, discarded imaginings. The first and last of their kinds. They leapt at him from all sides. The air was thick with their stench, their breath, their blood. He struck down as many as he could. He had to. His mind, in fleeting whispers, turned to Myranda. Every level of monstrosities that they left behind was one that still lay before her. 

	A distant creak and snap rang through the structure and the very floor beneath their feet shifted. Far below, a torrent of shattered wood, burning embers, and ruined creatures tore through a widening hole in the ceiling. 

	#

	Myranda was thrown back. The fire was all around her, long ago having slipped from her control. She struggled to her feet; gasping a lungful of choking smoke and pushing aside the searing pain of the fire that lapped at her ankles, Myranda assessed her situation. The staircase was blocked by the very remnants of the floor it led to. Injured but threatening creatures began to pull themselves from the rubble. 

	Above, the supports for the next floor were giving way. She forced every last drop of her will into maintaining the integrity of the floor. Her life was lost. It didn't matter. All she could hope to do was to give the others a chance. Flames climbed to her legs, smoke strangled her lungs, and half-broken beasts drew menacingly close. With a strength she did not know that she had, she managed to force the shaky floor back into place.

	#

	Above, Lain and Ivy entered the final floor. The massive creatures found here were far too big to be swept aside by Ivy, despite the momentum that had continued unbroken since she had begun her ascent. Lain managed to inch ahead of her just as the tangled mass of snakes that dominated the room attempted to strike with one of its many mouths. The bite of his weapon caused the beast to recoil out of Ivy's path. As she approached the door, she lowered her shoulder, leveling the stone body of Ether with the solid planks. 

	With a force that was difficult to comprehend, the speeding hero struck the door, using the petrified shapeshifter as a ram. The planks fairly disintegrated on impact, the door destroyed utterly. Ivy was staggered by the blow, losing her footing and tumbling violently across the frozen ground outside. The stone body of Ether, though riddled with cracks after the collision, skidded to a stop just outside the walls in one piece. Lain darted out the door, followed by a flood of beasts and a vast billowing column of black smoke.

	#

	Many of the creatures below had been designed to breathe flame, and thus had set the fort alight in a dozen different places. It was clear now that the horrid place had been designed for just this purpose, to consume itself and all within rather than fall into the hands of an enemy. Myranda, still in the very heart of the structure, sensed that her task was done, that the others had escaped. She began to release her agonized mind's grip. As she did, like a waterfall, the ruined wood, ash, and fauna began to pour down before her. The floorboards she stood on and those above her head began to buckle. 

	Finally they gave way.

	 


Chapter 24

	Ivy's aura faded as Lain rushed to her side, turning to the creatures that had filed out of the fort. With a rush of smoke and superheated air, the whole of the structure gave way. It collapsed into the pit it had been built in, disappearing into the black smoke that belched out. Red and orange flames cut through the smoke here and there, casting swaths of light upon the night-darkened field as the column rose into the sky. 

	The rumbling collapse of the structure was a blessing in at least one way: the worms that had guarded it now flowed into the fiery hole, destroying themselves in their attempts to attack the source of the rumbling. Silhouetted against the smoky orange glow of the ruined fort were the only survivors of the collapse: the snake monstrosity, the horned tiger, and the scorpion-tailed hawk. Lain held his sword ready.

	Ivy held her head, dizzy but still managing to get to her feet after her ordeal. She looked to the spectacle before her, seeing it but not comprehending. Her wits had returned, but the intense few minutes gone by were lost to her, a blur of sound and light. She wasn't sure how much time had passed, or even where she was. The last she remembered was being inside the fort--now there was no fort in sight. A piercing cry came from above and she looked up in time to see a needle-sharp black tail whiz by her head. She jerked away from it, reeling and falling back to the ground.

	Her blurry vision locked onto a hulking form she had made sure to ignore when she'd entered the fort. Lain was standing in front of her, facing down a dark shape that moved toward him with alarming speed. The assassin slowly side-stepped. Each time he did, the creature charging at him turned slightly, shifting its path toward him and away from Ivy. She turned her eyes to the sky. A barely visible shape wheeled about and began its approach toward her again. She felt about for the club that had finally slipped from her hand when she had fallen.

	As powerful as her eyes were, the black form of the hawk against the black sky remained virtually indistinguishable. Her ears twitched as she tuned out everything else. They were far more sensitive than her eyes. She was just barely able to hear the rustle of wind past the beast. At the last moment, she raised her club, bracing it with both hands, clenching her teeth, and shutting her eyes. Her motion was well-timed. The beast had aimed a strike with its lethal tail directly at her heart. The force was enough to drive the fist-sized head of the tail entirely through the weapon, stopping just a whisper from its target. The creature madly flapped its wings, attempting to escape. 

	Ivy gripped the weapon tightly, swinging it out and beating it on the ground. The experimental beast was swung helplessly through the air before being hammered against the ground. 

	The huge, cat-like creation roared toward Lain. He carefully judged its speed. The distance between them quickly closed. Finally, he dove to the side. The tremendous beast was more agile than the creature that it owed its size and horns to, but only just. By the time he regained a firm footing, the beast was already upon him. A hasty swipe of his sword cost the creature one of its horns, but a powerful blow with its claws slipped beneath the attack and raked his abdomen. He pulled away, but the claws still left their mark. A second slice of Lain's weapon found the predator's throat. He retreated after the strike. The stricken creature writhed briefly on the ground before becoming motionless.

	Ivy stood once more, planting a foot on the ruined hawk and tearing her weapon free along with a fair amount of the beast's tail. She sniffed at the barb that had nearly reached her heart. The smell of the potent toxin was intense and burned her nose. She turned to Lain. The experience had been enough to knock the cobwebs from her head. She was keenly aware of her surroundings, and of the severity of their situation. Moreover, she remembered what she had come here to do. To prove to Lain and Ether that she was strong enough to stay. She fought aside the constant burn of fear in her stomach and faced the massive beast that remained. 

	Now that there was no roof to limit the monster, it rose to its full height, lifting itself on the dozen stout snakes as though they were legs. It moved with deceiving speed, as even when all legs remained on the ground, the slithering of the limbs allowed it to glide along. Its target was the petrified body of Ether.

	With great, bounding steps Ivy rushed to the beast. Lain circled around attempting to find the proper method to attack, but with a dozen pairs of eyes, there was no sneaking up on it. Ivy was not similarly concerned, and paid for it almost immediately. When she was in striking range, three of the limbs shot toward her. Before she could react, two had constricted her, squeezing her enough to force the weapon from her hand. They brought her swiftly to the clacking beak that was hidden behind the many legs.

	Lain swept in. Snakes he had dealt with. He could read their movements. He knew when, how, and where they would strike. All senses alive and alert, he moved in. The attacks were swift and numerous. Lain dodged each as narrowly as he could. It was best to stay close. In that way, the beast could not attack without threatening to strike itself. When he reached the base of the limbs that clutched Ivy, he sliced neatly through them. They dropped to the ground, followed by an unnaturally small amount of blood. The wound where they had been connected closed quickly. The snakes writhed in pain enough for Ivy to escape, but they did not die. The core of the massive creature dropped down in an attempt to snatch up the escaping morsel, but instead sliced into one of its own severed limbs. 

	Ivy scrambled to safety, the piercing blue aura betraying the fear that had managed to surge back to the forefront. She snatched up the club from the ground as one of the other liberated snakes pursued her. She forced herself to face it, and offered a weak attack. Her state of mind robbed the strike of any accuracy; it barely grazed the beast, but it was enough. The needle-sharp tip of the hawk's tail delivered just a drop of its lethal venom to the creature. It jerked and convulsed, twisting and hissing in pain as though jabbed with a hot poker. As Ivy realized what had happened, the blue aura began to fade, a devious smile coming to her face. 

	Lain fought his way away from the beast. A pair of attacks had done little more than release two more snakes. Ending them, he retreated to a safe distance to consider a new strategy. Ivy, it seemed, had learned nothing from her last attack, as she again was rushing headlong toward the creature. He followed, preparing to release her from the grip that would inevitably result from her foolhardy attack. 

	When the first of the snakes lunged at her, she fluidly stepped to the side and hammered the tip of the tail deep into the serpent. The effect of the full dose of the venom was horrifying. As Ivy pulled her weapon away, snapping off the lethal tip of the tail inside the snake, she averted her eyes. The very flesh of the beast seemed to blacken and shrivel. Web-like lines of black wound along the beast's body, following the veins that swiftly delivered the poison to the core of the creature. Within the space of a few heartbeats, the entirety of the creature was convulsing and crying out in a chorus of agonized hissing.

	When the beast was finally still, Ivy surveyed the aftermath. The monstrosity looked ruined, as if centuries of decay had reduced it to a mass of sinew and bone. Her face made it clear that she was not certain how to feel about her achievement. She looked to Lain, who approached her.

	"I . . . I did it, Lain! Ether is okay! And I killed that . . . that thing! You don't need to protect me! I don't need to go . . ." Ivy said, trailing off.

	She looked about with rapidly increasing desperation. As she did, a barely audible noise from above drew Lain's attention. It was a minute rustle, like the swoop of an owl. Lain trained his eyes on the apparent source of the sound. A stir in the rising smoke confirmed that there was a threat. Ivy suddenly grabbed Lain's shoulder and turned him to face her.

	"Where is Myranda? She escaped, didn't she? She followed us, didn't she!? TELL ME SHE DIDN'T DIE!" Ivy pleaded.

	Lain was silent. Ivy dropped to her knees, facing the burning pit that served as the final resting place for her friend. As before, sadness did not have any of the effect that her other emotions had. There was no one near who was weak or compassionate enough to have the emotion forced upon them. The poor creature began to sob as Lain resumed his cautious monitoring of the sky above.

	"She . . . can't be dead. SHE SWORE TO ME SHE WOULD FOLLOW. Myranda wouldn't lie. She wouldn't make a promise she couldn't keep. And it's all his fault," Ivy said, leaping to her feet. 

	She was obviously fatigued. Wisps of red flickered about her as her weary soul reacted to the anger that was steadily building. Her eyes locked onto the sky above the fiery pit with far more certainty than Lain's. With teeth bared, she reared back and hurled her club. The weapon disappeared into the darkness before audibly colliding with something and plummeting back to the pit below. 

	Slowly, a peculiar form descended into the orange glow above the pit. It was Demont, riding a dragoyle unlike any they had yet encountered. It was smaller and more lithe in appearance. The wings were feathered instead of leathery dragon wings. The neck was longer and thinner, leading to a head that seemed to be a cross between the skull of an eagle and the skull of a dragon. It was clear that he was suffering greatly from the wounds he had received. His breathing was labored. 

	"Your survival . . . concerns me. Your ability to locate me . . . is all the more troubling," he said. "At the risk of . . . angering my associates . . . I may have to take . . . a slightly more direct role . . . in your demise . . . KILL HIM!"

	The words burned at her mind. She turned suddenly and awkwardly toward Lain. She felt herself moving toward him. He held his weapon loosely, but defensively. He didn't want to raise the blade to her. A hatred greater than she had ever felt burned inside of her. She came to a halt. With great effort, she turned her eyes to the figure in the sky. She fought back into control of her body. Demont looked on with a stern face.

	"It seems . . . your soul is stronger . . . than the body. Very well . . . we shall control . . . the soul, then," he said.

	His fingers wrapped about the gem that hung from his neck. Instantly, Ivy dropped to the ground, limp.

	"Rise," Demont commanded.

	Ivy obeyed on a fundamental level. Her body rose like a marionette on strings until it was level with Demont, high above the field.

	"Face me," he ordered.

	She obeyed.

	"Show me anger," he demanded.

	The red wisps of light began to flow weakly again as her face twisted into a look of profound fury. 

	"More. MORE! I don't care if you have nothing left . . . FIND IT," he ordered, tightening his fist around the gem.

	Pain mixed with her expression and her eyes took on a powerful golden glow. Finally, the full might of her vicious transformation spilled over. The first true outburst of its kind to be witnessed by Demont, it threw his mount backward with its force. When the beast he rode steadied itself, the display of power his creation managed brought a smile to his face.

	"The mortal soul may yet be a worthy plaything," he conceded.

	His smile was quickly wiped away when a blade burst through the neck of the beast he rode. During the moment of distraction, Lain had hurled his sword. The dragoyle's wings flapped a few times involuntarily before it crashed to the ground at the edge of the fiery pit. Still alive, fingers still clutching the crystal, the battered general pulled himself from the pile of rubble that had been his mount. He dragged himself away. As Lain drew near, he screamed an order to the still enthralled Ivy.

	"WHEN YOU LOOK AT THESE CREATURES, YOU DO NOT SEE CHOSEN, YOU SEE DEMONS! KILL THEM BOTH!" he cried. 

	As she streaked to her task, he removed a gem from his pocket and shattered it on the frozen earth. A portal similar to the one that had brought him there opened. 

	Ivy launched herself at Lain. He rolled to the side and she gouged a deep trench into the earth where he had stood. He sprinted to the slowly-crawling general, but he disappeared through the portal moments before Lain could reach him. 

	Ivy turned her attentions briefly to the stone form of Ether. She rose high into the air and rocketed at the motionless form, shattering it with enough force to cause the pair of them and a fair piece of the field to collapse into the burning pit. A moment later she emerged, crying in pain and clutching her chest, the mark meting out its punishment. When the pain had subsided, she turned toward Lain. 

	He pulled his weapon and made ready for the clash, knowing full well it was a fight he could not win.

	In a blinding streak of red light, Ivy attacked Lain. With the skill and precision of a lifetime warrior, he blocked the attack, but the force was too much. The sword was broken in two, and Lain was hurled backward. Ivy recoiled in pain, the mark on her chest glowing brilliantly through her ragged clothing. Lain climbed painfully to his feet. Blood leaked from a dozen old wounds and a dozen new ones. His sword was out of reach. Ivy hung ominously above the ground, her gaze locked on Lain. Behind her, the raging flames seemed to darken. The fire was dying out.

	"Ivy. You do not want to do this," Lain said.

	Ivy lowered to the ground. It was unclear if she was tiring, or if there was some other reason. Her arms were at her sides, fists clenched tight. Lain stood firm as she approached. Her eyes looked upon a friend, but her soul beheld something else. Filtered through the suggestion of the general, the images reached her burning mind as twisted monstrosities. She felt nothing but the need to destroy them.

	"Look at me. Listen to me. Smell me. I am not your enemy," he stated.

	Soon she was nose to nose with him. The raw energy pouring off of her burned at Lain, but he didn't so much as raise a hand. It would do no good. The brilliant orbs of light that were her eyes peered deeply into his own, as if they were testing his resolve. Flickers of truth fought through to her mind. She tested the air with her nose. She knew the scent. Her aura was beginning to dim, and the slightest hint of recognition was dawning on her face. She slowly raised a hand to touch his face. 

	From the pit, there was suddenly a low cracking sound. All eyes shifted to the source. Floating above the pit, drawing in the last of the flames, was Ether. The brilliance and intensity of the flame that made up her body was reminiscent of her first appearance, and every bit a match for the fiery red aura that surrounded Ivy. She held above her head a massive, flaming, blackened piece of wood. It was formerly the door of the fort.

	"Get away from him, you beast!" she cried.

	"Ether, no!" Lain warned--far too late.

	The huge projectile sailed through the air. Lain dove aside and was showered by burning embers and ash as it collided with Ivy. Before the debris finished falling, Ether continued her assault. The symbol on her forehead burned even more brightly than the flame, but whatever pain it caused did not show past the anger on her face. She hurled herself at Ivy, raining blows upon her. 

	Tumbling to the ground, Ivy absorbed a massive amount of punishment. Suddenly, she exploded skyward, directly through the form of Ether. The flames scattered and reformed. Ivy shrieked as she peaked in her flight, the mark taking its toll swiftly. Ether shifted to wind and summoned an intense gale straight upwards. Ivy was pushed further and further up.

	"Ether, stop this!" Lain demanded.

	"She has proven once and for all that she is a tool of the enemy, a knife eager for a place in our backs. I cannot kill her, or it will mean my end, but I intend to see to it that she can never threaten us again," Ether raged.

	With that she shifted to flame. The whole of the mighty column of air she controlled changed with her. Ivy vanished inside the towering flame. Ether continued the assault. The churned-up, snowy earth began to sizzle and boil. A single point, Ether's mark, shone through the flame. 

	Suddenly, the pain it was causing her became too much. She relented, covering the mark with her hands and crying out in pain. Lain's eyes turned skyward. High above, Ivy was plummeting. Her aura had dimmed greatly. She angled herself in the air as she fell, positioning her feet for a strike. Ether recovered just in time for the blow to be delivered. Her fiery form scattered into a galaxy of embers. Ivy struck the ground beneath with enough force to form a crater, splashing aside a torrent of scalding mud and thawed earth. 

	Now her own mark administered its punishment for her attack. Her fingers clawed at the shining point on her chest, an ear-piercing cry splitting the air. Ether's form pulled sloppily together, the exertion now clearly showing. Through the pain, Ivy's eyes locked on her. Quickly, the shapeshifter changed to water. Ivy charged at her, but Ether vanished into the melted ice. Ivy skidded to a stop on the muddy ground, looking furiously about for her target. The very water itself leapt up all around her, first coating her, then immersing her in a swell of murky melted snow. 

	Ether's form separated from the mass of water that surrounded Ivy and quickly solidified into ice. The water around the raging malthrope followed suit. She thrashed about in it, her body slowly becoming immobilized. Her muzzle only just reached the edge of the water, peeking out of it, when the ice froze completely.

	Ether's mark smoldered on her head, a slight smile of satisfaction on her face. It vanished swiftly. She was not satisfied. She shifted to stone. Like a wave spreading out from her core, the water she held in place changed to stone. Soon nothing was visible of Ivy but her nose. Ether slouched, the strength she had drawn in from the flames already nearly exhausted. 

	The mark on her head continued to burn at her as she began to walk toward Lain. Suddenly she stopped. She turned to the encased Ivy. Hairline cracks, crimson light shining through them, were spreading across the surface of the impromptu prison. Ether held up a hand and exerted her will. The cracks began to close. Her hand began to waver. The cracks opened again. Ivy burst from her bonds and dove upon Ether's stone form. She hammered her with blow after blow, breaking the stone form down into smaller and smaller pieces. The mark on her chest crackled with power as it sought to punish her appropriately for her actions. 

	Lain dove on Ivy's back. His prolonged touch was enough to break the general's control and make it clear to her that it was no enemy she was facing. Confusion swept in, mixing with the anger. Her strength was gone, her soul taxed to its limit. She pulled away from the mound of pulverized rock that had once been an ally. The fury began to drop away. Any dulling effects it had on the mark's effect went with it. A pure, intense pain burned at her chest, cutting her to the core. Just as her mind knew naught but anger before, now it knew naught but pain. It consumed her mind and pushed it past its breaking point. With neither the strength nor the will to remain standing, Ivy collapsed in Lain's arms.

	Lain lowered the unconscious creature to the ground. In the eastern sky, the first rays of dawn were coloring the clouds. He surveyed the surroundings. It looked as though hell had clawed its way out of the earth. Smoke still rose from a pit that buried a comrade far below. The smell of death rose from it as the carcasses of the countless failed experiments smoldered among the ruined timbers. 

	His eyes turned to Ivy. She was alive, but only just. Unlike after her other outbursts, Ivy was not spared the physical consequences of her battle. Scrapes, gouges, and burns littered her body. Her fists were smeared with blood. Swelling marked where attacks had landed. He bent to lift her to his shoulders, but the sharp pain in his abdomen surged as he did. Ribs were broken, and blood poured generously from gashes on his chest. It was difficult to get a full breath. The hand that had formerly held his sword felt like it was grinding when he moved it. 

	He stood and found the two pieces of his sword. Tearing a few shreds of his clothing free, he bound the tip of his sword to his broken hand, stiffening it so that it would heal properly and providing him with at least some measure of a defense. After stowing the rest of the blade, he turned once more to the pit. Slowly, he approached its edge. He pulled in a painful breath. 

	She was gone.

	Myranda. 

	It was inevitable. She had grown immensely, learned much, but she hadn't been ready. This was not the life she had been meant to live. This was not the death she had been meant to die. But she had been heading for it the moment she took her first step out of her world and into his. Now she was dead. The fierce pain in his chest and hand reminded him of why he had found her again. If for nothing else, he'd needed her skills. Before they had been drawn here, they'd been on the run. On the verge of discovery. Even if the column of failing smoke rising into a brightening sky was not enough of a beacon, the towering column of flame Ether had chosen to summon would lend an urgency to the patrol's steps that would bring them here in no time. 

	He was the only one left standing. And just barely. Without a healer, he might survive a battle, but he wouldn't survive long after. That was why this must not be a battle. More familiar tactics were called for.

	Already he could hear them coming. The pounding of hooves. He moved far to the edge of the field, leaving Ivy far behind. The men must not reach her. His eyes focused on the approaching forms. Six soldiers, all with horses. The whole of the patrol had come to investigate. That was good. It meant these men were inexperienced. Proper protocol would have been to leave at least one behind to summon aid if the threat was great enough to warrant it. That would have complicated matters. Instead, once these men were down, there would be none to replace them for some time, and no message would be delivered. 

	He readied himself.

	 


Chapter 25

	The most senior member of the patrol rode tentatively. He had been ordered not to approach this section of the field. There was a wide radius around this place that was completely off limits, but news of whatever had happened here was surely enough for his commander to overlook the violation. He hadn't seen land so ravaged since he had last been to the front. 

	Pausing briefly to scan the surroundings for some trace of the army that it must have taken to do this, his eyes came to rest on a handful of unidentifiable forms. The nearest was a prone figure midway to the smoking pit that seemed to be the center of the cataclysm that happened here. As he drew nearer, the form looked to be a malthrope. He hadn't seen one in years. It was an ill omen to find one here. 

	Behind him, he heard one of his men separate from the others.

	"Halt!" he barked.

	All but one horse was reined in. The commander gritted his teeth and turned his horse. The rearmost of the men had fallen a fair distance back, and was slumped forward on his horse. The other men were rigidly at attention.

	"Soldier!" he growled.

	When the man did not react he rode up to the offender. Blood trickled down the front of his armor. His throat was cut.

	"DEFENSIVE FORMATION!" he ordered.

	The men struggled to pull their steeds into the appropriate configuration while the commander glanced desperately for what had struck this blow so swiftly. His men were nearly in place, forming a tight, outward facing ring with himself as the missing link. As he coaxed his horse into his place, something slipping beneath the horses caught his eye.

	"SCATTER!" he ordered. 

	The form leapt up and yanked back the head of one of his men, pulling a blade that seemed to be an extension of its arm across the soldier's throat before dropping from sight. What manner of demon was this? The body of the murdered man was pulled from the saddle. He had been the marksman. 

	The commander's sword was drawn. Whatever this thing was, it was behind the horse.

	"ATTACK!" he barked, charging past the horse.

	The men turned to him, but he was staring at the body of his fallen comrade and nothing else. The arrows of his quiver were missing. A clattering of wood drew his attention to his left. The fletched ends of the arrows, separated at their centers by jagged breaks, were just settling to the ground. Before he could spot what his men had, he heard a sound like an arrow in flight, but without the twang of a bowstring. One of the pursuing men lurched and fell from his steed. Then another. 

	"RETREAT!" the commander ordered, far too late. 

	The last of his men fell back, the frayed end of a broken arrow protruding from a joint in his armor. Then, as suddenly as it had come for his men, a sharp pain brought the darkness upon him. 

	#

	His work done, Lain drew in another pained breath. He was a monster. He knew that. Anyone who would hope to survive a life like this had to be one. That was why Ivy must be spared it. As his many wounds painfully reminded him of their presence, he set about raiding the supplies of the soldiers. The arrows had been easy to break. Too easy. He quickly discovered that all of the equipment and weapons were of similarly lacking quality. Briefly, he considered taking one of the swords to replace his own, but until his hand healed, he would need a very light weapon. Each of the men carried a dagger. He selected three of them, and transferred any other useful resources he could scavenge into the saddlebags of the most able-looking steed. 

	Taking a deep breath, Lain lifted Ivy to his shoulders and threw her across the horse. He made ready to mount the beast and be off, but a thought came to mind. His eyes turned to the pile of rubble that had been Ether. He wanted very much to be rid of her, but her power, however misused, was unmistakable. That power could be useful. 

	More importantly, if she was still alive and he left her, she would most certainly try to find him when she recovered. If that happened, there would be a string of soldiers following her. Better to keep her where she would be able to do the least damage. He scooped up some of the largest pieces of rubble, one of which still bore the faintly glowing mark of the Chosen. Most of the rest of the remnants were indistinguishable from the dirt and stones of the field.

	He mounted the horse and headed to the east. With the patrol for that area dead, it was the destination least likely to offer any resistance in the immediate future. In less than a day he would reach the foot of the mountains. From there he would head to Verneste. There was a weaponsmith there. He might be able to reforge Desmeres's blade. Lain would rather have found one of the storehouses to reequip, but he could not afford to encounter anyone before shelter could be found for Ivy long enough for him to recover. He set off.

	#

	Deacon glanced behind him nervously as he approached the crystal arena. Already the sound of angry cries and hurried footsteps revealed that his actions had been discovered. It was now or never. He stepped inside. The rosy light of dawn vanished as a magnificently starry sky opened overhead inside the arena. The stars bore little resemblance to what he was accustomed to. Azriel had a habit of conjuring up the sky that had been her nightly view in her homeland, rather than in this place.

	Azriel was the eldest wizard in Entwell. In truth, she was its founder. For hundreds of years, she had made her home in a section of the hidden city that was composed entirely of the very gems that wizards used to aid their casting. It made spells effortless, and spared her the ravages of time. The centuries had brought her unparalleled knowledge in mystic arts, and her role as the final test for any who wished to be called a master of the mystic arts made her not just a figure of respect, but of fear among the spellcasters of Entwell. 

	In the distance, she reclined, gazing at the sky lazily, a book of spells open and resting in her lap. She had striking white hair, a tall, slender frame, and a black robe decorated with white flames that moved and flickered as though they truly burned.

	"Deacon," she said without looking. "Making trouble, are you?"

	"I . . . yes. But--please. The others will be here shortly. I request just a few moments from them while I explain," he said.

	She raised her head, intrigued. With an absentminded wave of her hand, all of the scenery slipped away, leaving only the two of them in a black void.

	"They shall not find us until I will it so. Tell me. What has motivated you to abandon our ways?" she said.

	"Myranda," he stated.

	"You will forgive me if I am not surprised," she said with a grin.

	"I have been watching her. Ever since she left this place," he said.

	"No small task." Azriel nodded. "But hardly an explanation."

	"She is Chosen! It is proven. I believe she has spoken with Oriech himself. And I have been studying the words of Hollow. The ones that I shamefully coaxed out of him in the absence of the others. I believe they speak of me. I believe I must help her," he said.

	"And how do you plan to do so?" she asked.

	He pulled a bundle of pages from his bag and shakily handed them to her. She spread her fingers and they arranged themselves before her as if on a desk. As she read, her expression became more serious.

	"You tread on dangerous ground, Deacon," she said.

	She continued reading.

	"Creative. Insightful. But incomplete. You propose some truly novel methods. Artful solutions to age-old problems, but it will not be enough. There are numerous assumptions of conditions that may never exist. This is impractical. It will not work," she said.

	He pulled out a final page. The words were hastily sketched, runes scratched out and rewritten. She looked it over, glancing again at the first pages. A look of contemplation came to her face.

	"You realize that this is not definitive. Even given a flawless application of the methods described, you merely make success a relative likelihood, not a certainty. You should continue your work. This has merit. It is brilliant, even revolutionary, but irresponsible. Given time, a tremendous breakthrough could result," she said.

	"I can't. I have violated the terms of my punishment to come this far. I will certainly not be given the right to continue for years," he said.

	"Then wait. A contribution of this magnitude is quite worth the wait. When you reveal what you have done here, you will have your name spoken in the same breath of some of our most revered visionaries," she said.

	"I don't have the time. The last images I saw of Myranda painted a very grim picture. I believe it may already be too late. But I must try. I can't do it alone. With the benefit of the arena, I may be able to find her regardless of her state of mind, and I may be able to cast the many parts of this spell, but I cannot do both. You are the only one, aside from me, with the knowledge of gray magic necessary to aid me," he pleaded.

	For a moment, Azriel was silent. She thought. When she spoke, her voice had a solemn tone.

	"If you do this, regardless of the outcome, it will be the last spell you cast in Entwell. Casting a spell in this form, untested, upon yourself, shows a disregard for our principles that cannot be forgiven. You will never again be permitted to practice the mystic arts. Remember your mentor," she warned. "Gilliam lost his life to an untested spell, and one far less dangerous than this."

	"I am willing to accept those consequences," he said without hesitation.

	"Very well, then. Let us waste no time," she said, the air tingling as she drew together the first of the procedures described.

	#

	Lain rode on. The column of smoke from the ruined fort was visible, even at this distance, and he was only just reaching the forest at the foot of the mountains. Much care had been sacrificed for the sake of speed. Fortunately, he had remained unseen. Though the weapons of the soldiers were of the poorest quality, the same could not be said of the horses provided to them. A horse was far more likely to survive a battle than its rider these days, and as such, generations of war had done little to weaken them. Wide hooves caught the snow well, and powerful lungs drew the frigid air with no ill effect. Even so, the steed was heavily burdened and badly fatigued. Lain slowed to a walk when the trees were dense enough to make their discovery unlikely.

	There was not a single part of his body that didn't scream out for relief. He could not remember when he had last eaten. The gashes across his chest still seeped blood and burned increasingly. They would not heal well. Many bones were broken, many more nearly so. It was a condition he'd had to learn to endure before Myranda had come into his life. He would learn to endure it again now that she was dead. Her skills would be missed. She would be missed. His mind lingered on her briefly, but he shook the thoughts away. Distraction was something he could ill afford. Not now. 

	He could not smell it, hear it, or see it, but something was wrong. It was a feeling he had come to trust. He was being watched.

	Time and distance did not diminish the sensation. A tingling in his spine. A dull flutter in the back of his mind. He was certain now. Slowly, he brought his horse to a halt. He needed silence. Eyes closed, he drew in the air. He could smell animals nearby, a spectrum of smells, but nothing threatening. Slowly, the feeling faded. The concern it caused only grew. Whoever it was who followed was near enough to know of the discovery, and skilled enough to remain hidden. There were precious few beings he knew to be capable of such a feat, and only one seemed likely. 

	Now was not the time to call him out. For now he must continue.

	Shortly after he began riding, his ears twitched at a distant crack of thunder. In the south, that might have signaled a coming storm. Not here. Not this far north. He put it out of his mind. Whatever strange forces were at work, they were far behind him or not yet of his concern. The terrain was rocky now. A light but steady snowfall was beginning, whipped into a painful blast now and again by the constant wind from the mountain. He heard sound from inside his saddlebag. A whisper.

	"Lain?" came Ether's wavering voice. 

	There was a strange quality to the voice, as though it came not from a mouth, but from thin air. Lain grunted a reply.

	"The beast. Did she survive our encounter?" she asked.

	"She did," he replied.

	"And I assume you are carting her worthless hide along with us," she said.

	Lain offered no reply.

	"I suspected as much," Ether said. "I have ruminated on the subject of your obsession with her. It is my observation that mortals, in their quest to perpetuate their species, are driven to find and protect each other. Love is the name of this affliction. Even those unburdened by mortality seem to fall prey to this phenomenon. It is necessary for their mental wellbeing. I am quite certain that you, to a mild degree, have allowed yourself to be infected with this disease of the mind. Its target is Ivy. 

	"In the world of mortals, this quality may be seen as admirable, but it is a danger to our cause. You wish to be rid of her, and that is good, but your insistence on delivering her safely to the south is a delay at best and a threat at worst. She is a liability every moment that she is allowed to live, and while we cannot kill her ourselves, it is in our best interests, and in the best interests of this world, that we leave her to die."

	"If you suggest such a thing just once more, do not expect to see another sunrise," Lain warned.

	"It is as I suspected. Very well. While I believe that in time you might be cured of this affliction, time is not among our assets. We must, then, indulge your illness in a more helpful manner. If you must love someone, I shall permit you to substitute myself. You may thus find an outlet for your affections without endangering the purpose for which you were created," she said.

	"You suggest that I love you rather than Ivy," he replied.

	"Indeed. You have my permission. You may begin at once, if you wish," she said.

	Before Lain could react, a soft, weak laughter began to sound. It was Ivy. She began to stir.

	"You--" Giggle. "--you love him. You say all of this about emotions being bad, and you love him," Ivy slurred, trying to open her heavy eyelids.

	Lain halted the horse just in time for her to slide from the animal's back to the ground, tumbling to her seat. She continued chuckling softly.

	"Ouch. That's why you don't like me. He likes me better than you," she said, finally wrestling her eyes open.

	She looked around briefly, a puzzled look on her face.

	"Where is she? Is she the horse?" Ivy asked, struggling to her feet and immediately stumbling into the steed to catch her balance.

	"As though I would take the form of a beast of burden and carry you," Ether objected.

	"What the!" Ivy exclaimed, moving unsteadily to the saddlebag from whence the voice had come.

	When she beheld the contents, she began laughing uncontrollably. As she did, a pale yellow glow surrounded her. Lain felt a warm sensation in his twisted hand and gashed chest. He pulled aside some of the tattered cloth to see the wounds slowly closing. When her laughter stopped, so did the healing.

	"She's a pile of rocks!" she sighed, wiping a tear from her eye.

	"You did this to me!" Ether objected.

	"I did?" she said, snorting with contained laughter. "I'm . . . very . . . sorry. HAHAHA!"

	Again, Lain could feel his wounds healing. He didn't know what the D'karon had done to her, but apparently it was not limited to fear and anger. On the rare instance that a more positive emotion was felt intensely enough, it had beneficial effects. By the time the latest outburst subsided, Lain's chest was little more than sore, and his hand could move again. 

	"Silence! Silence!" Ether commanded. "How dare you take joy in the betrayal of your fellow Chosen!"

	"I'm sorry. It's just that you are always talking about how you don't have emotions, and how you are better than us, and now you are helpless and in love!" she snickered. 

	"Blast the human for letting herself die. At least she could get you under control!" Ether cried out.

	Instantly, anger roared up in Lain. How foolish could she be? Did she want to coax a more dangerous state of mind from Ivy? The creature stopped snickering, but did not seem angry.

	"Myranda's not dead," Ivy stated. She looked around, confused again. "Where is she?"

	"I've already told you," Ether replied.

	"No, she isn't dead. She was just here, I was just talking to her . . . where did she go?" Ivy asked again.

	"Stupid animal, you were dreaming," Ether said.

	"No! I barely ever dream, and when I do, it is always about music. Lain, where is she?" Ivy asked.

	"She was left behind, at the fort," Lain said solemnly.

	"You mean she went back to the fort, right? Because she was just here. Shouldn't we wait for her to catch up? How far is it?" Ivy asked.

	"We have to move on," Lain said.

	"Oh. All right. I'm sure she'll find us soon," Ivy said, climbing onto the horse's back behind Lain, wrapping her arms around his waist and resting her chin on his shoulder.

	"So, how did I do that to her?" she asked as they continued on. "I don't remember it, so I must have been transformed. Was I angry or scared?"

	"Angry," Lain said.

	"You were bending to the will of--" Ether began.

	"Ether, do not say another word," Lain quietly ordered. "Ivy, we need to be silent."

	"Whatever you say," Ivy eagerly agreed. She turned to whisper mockingly to Ether, "You got yelled at."

	As they traveled further into the mountains, the horse's footing faltered more and more frequently. Soon they would have to leave it behind. As they rode, Ivy rummaged through the saddlebag that contained the provisions Lain had secured. She ate and offered to feed Lain as he guided the horse, but he declined. She even offered some food to Ether, who remained furiously silent. It was the first wise thing she had done in some time. 

	Lain did not know how or why Ivy had come to believe that Myranda had survived, but he had to travel as far as he could while the delusion persisted. While she was happy, this journey was infinitely simpler.

	In order to avoid being seen, they had been traveling up the slope of the mountain in as direct a route as possible, avoiding roads entirely. The horse had been navigating ably, but now they had reached the point that would be more climbing than walking. Lain stowed the tip of his sword that had served as a splint and flexed his painful but functional hand. After transferring as much of the useful equipment as possible to their backs, the issue of Ether needed to be addressed.

	"Naturally I shall have to be carried until I have recovered sufficiently to assume a more mobile form," she stated.

	"Well, why are you still rocks anyway? Is it that hard to turn into something else?" Ivy asked. "At least try something lighter."

	"The merciless assault you unleashed upon me, coupled with the abundance of strength squandered to quell said assault and the consequences my mark levied upon me, has taken a considerable toll. I would prefer to remain as I am until my flame form can less riskily be assumed," Ether explained with exaggerated calmness.

	"Well, when I first met you, you were a squirrel. Why not do that again? Then you would be easier to carry, and you would be cute!" Ivy suggested.

	"I have no interest in doing anything that would bring you ease or enjoyment," Ether said.

	"Fine," Ivy huffed. "But this makes us even."

	"Hardly," Ether replied.

	Lain cut the bag free, Ivy slung it as comfortably as she could over her shoulders, and the group began to climb. At first, the going was slow, but Ivy learned quickly and soon the grace she had shown in the past began to appear here as well. Before long, they were scaling the face as quickly as one might a ladder. Alas, the long night quickly fell upon them, bringing with it the painfully frigid temperatures and heavier snowfall that Lain had hoped to beat. Climbing had been treacherous before. It was far more so now. Regardless, Ivy and Lain continued. 

	Ivy's fingers were numb, but she continued without a word. This was all part of the test to her. Another way to prove to Lain that she didn't need to be hidden away from them. Another way to earn her right to stay with him--and with Myranda. Why did Ether think she was dead? She remembered her in the fort. Fire all around her. Lain said they had left her there, but that couldn't be. That was no dream. It was too real. She was there. She said not to worry, that she would follow. She wouldn't lie.

	Lain kept a careful eye on her at all times, mindful of any falter. Prior to his involvement in this, he seldom traveled with others. When Myranda became his constant companion, willing or unwilling, he had been forced to slow himself to accommodate her. He had never traveled with one who was so near a match of his abilities. Even when the fatigue began to show in her eyes, she did not slow. Even as the snow caked on her white fur and stung at her eyes, she kept pace. She was a testament to a dying race.

	 


Chapter 26

	Before long, the slope eased, and the smell of burning firewood signaled that Lain and the others had arrived on the outskirts of the town. The darkness and blowing snow concealed it from their sight--and, more importantly, concealed them from the prying eyes of any of the residents. Thus concealed, the time had come to decide what was next. They each dropped their loads and crouched on the ground. Lain silently thought while Ivy sat, the tattered remains of her cloak pulled tightly about her.

	"Why did we stop here?" she asked, shivering. "I smell a fire over there, and I don't smell any of the teachers. Maybe the people there would share their fire."

	"The people will share nothing with us. Listen closely. Do not allow them to see you. Our kind is hated by the humans. They will do you harm as readily as any of the D'karon," Lain whispered.

	"But why?" Ivy asked, quickly adopting a whisper as well.

	"It is the way they have been taught. It is the way it has always been. It is the way they all are," he replied.

	"Myranda doesn't hate us," she said.

	"Myranda was different," he said. "Don't expect to find another like her for as long as you live."

	"Myranda was blinded by duty, compassion, and naïveté. She was that rare human who had true potential, but she lacked the objectiveness to make the most of it. I am almost tempted to mourn her passing, if such an act were not utterly without purpose," Ether added.

	Ivy shot an angry look at the source of the voice. Pulling open the bag from where she dropped it, she tipped it, spilling the contents.

	"Oops," she said flatly.

	The disembodied voice of Ether began to object, but Ivy interrupted as though she didn't notice.

	"Then why did we come here?" Ivy whispered.

	"There is a man here who may have the skill to repair my sword," Lain said.

	"Is he human?" Ivy asked.

	"He is," Lain replied.

	"So he is going to hate you, then. How are you going to get him to help you?" she asked.

	Lain was silent. He had yet to determine an answer. Amid the whistling of the constant wind, the pile of stones that had been rolled from the bag moved of their own accord, clattering and gathering together into a mass. Suddenly, they shifted from solid stone to water, splashing to the snow below and seeping in, melting a good deal of it. Eventually, the pool seemed to leap up, twisting itself into Ether's human shape before giving way to flesh and cloth. The whole of the event had a labored feel to it, as though she would have been better served by a few more hours of recuperation before attempting it. 

	Ether cast a vaguely threatening look at Ivy, prompting her to flinch and raise her hands in defense from a presumed act of retribution. 

	"Give the weapon to me. I shall see that it is repaired," Ether said.

	Lain considered the offer. Ether was not in the habit of being helpful. This was clearly an attempt to curry favor away from Ivy. The offer would have been a reasonable option, were Ether as capable of blending as well socially as she did physically, but such was not the case. Reluctantly, he retrieved the two pieces of the weapon. This would not be without its usefulness.

	"I sincerely doubt that you are capable of doing so. But until I can determine a more appropriate method, you shall have your attempt. Listen closely. The smith is named Flinn. You must speak directly to him. If the sword is allowed to be taken by a go-between, it will not be returned quickly, if at all. Inform him that payment will be rendered upon completion of the repair. Under no circumstances should you reveal that you are Chosen, use violence, or threaten violence. Most importantly, do not appear to be anything more than a human," he warned.

	"An act of the utmost simplicity," Ether said.

	She made her way toward the city. When she was far enough away that Ivy knew she would not be heard, she spoke.

	"Do you really think she can do it?" Ivy asked.

	"No. But the scene she is certain to make will serve as an adequate diversion. Stay here, and stay hidden," Lain said.

	He vanished swiftly into the darkness. Ivy giggled lightly, eyes trained in the direction of the town, eagerly anticipating a furious Ether storming back defeated. Every so often, however, something distracted her. Her ear would twitch, and she would look over her shoulder. There was a sound occasionally, just loud enough to be heard over the sound of the wind. A horse. Ivy crouched a bit further behind the drift.

	Lain crept lightly around the outskirts of the city. He had never come to this place himself, but it was clear which of the precious few buildings was the proper one. Already the raised voice of Ether could be heard berating the young woman who greeted patrons. Lain moved swiftly to the roof. There were no windows to speak of, but near the sharply sloped peak there were vents to let the smoke of the forges out. A screeching clash of wills was taking place. Right now, all that he had to do was listen. Observe. It would be a simple act to find Flinn and offer him his life in exchange for this service, but he had long ago learned that a task performed on pain of death tended to result in a poor outcome. Indeed, confronting Flinn himself would end badly. Men such as he conducted lives separate from the public. They had go-betweens, front men. It was these individuals that must be the first targets. Through them a proper meeting could be arranged. One that would leave the primary target at ease, prepared.

	As he listened, memories of a hundred such nights flashed through his mind. Prior to his acceptance of the assignment that led him to Myranda, this was the norm. This was how he conducted business. The crunching footsteps of an approaching horse prompted him to make a cautionary shift away from the road. The wind blew toward the sound. He pulled in a long, slow sniff. No scent from the horse or rider, but amid the burning wood and sizzling metal, there was a familiar smell. One of the women inside. 

	The smell wasn't precisely familiar, but he had smelled one like it. The blood wasn't the same, but the bloodline was. It was difficult to determine which woman it was, but there were only two inside aside from Ether. A moment later, after a blistering assault by Ether on the human race as a whole and the greeter in particular, the shapeshifter stormed out, followed shortly by the young woman. Her scent thus separated from the rest, he could be sure. It was she. She, then, would be the target. The screaming continued in the snowy road for a minute more before the young woman finally slammed the door on Ether.

	Clutching the blade of the sword in a furious grip tight enough to prompt a dribble of blood, she set off toward the edge of town where Ivy was waiting. As she did, a man on horseback rode by her. The man's eyes lingered on the sword for a moment. The glimmer of recognition was unmistakable. Lain's eyes narrowed. The man's eyes were the only things showing, so bundled was he against the cold. He wore a suit of armor, its surface unmarred by a single nick or gash, only caked with the blown snow. The helmet hung from his saddle, as the thick hood and scarf could not be worn beneath it. 

	Lain scanned the street once more. No one in sight, and all doors closed. The man guided his horse to a small stable behind one of the buildings. Lain leapt silently to its roof. When the man emerged Lain leapt down and pulled him behind the stable, dropping him on his back and placing a foot on his throat. He pulled the scarf from his face.

	"Desmeres," he hissed.

	"Been a while," Desmeres croaked.

	Lain removed his foot from his neck and pulled his former partner to his feet.

	"You have been following me," he said.

	"You couldn't know that," he said, looking at Lain incredulously.

	"Do you deny it?" Lain asked.

	"No, but you couldn't know that. Steps were taken . . . unless. You felt it, didn't you? That bizarre sensitivity to being watched. I'd forgotten about that," Desmeres realized.

	"Why are you here?" he demanded.

	"Look at me, Lain. If it isn't obvious, I have been remiss in my duties," he said.

	Lain drew to mind what he had seen earlier, but kept his eyes locked on those of Desmeres. The half-elf knew him better that any other creature in this world, and at the moment it was not clear if he could be trusted any longer. Aside from the immaculate armor, he recalled a familiar shield had been hanging from his side, and a more familiar hilt protruded from his sheath. A sword hung, in its sheath, from his belt. It was the sword. The one that had begun this crusade. 

	He was dressed precisely as the fallen swordsman in the field had been, the one he had found and watched Myranda approach. The one who had sealed her fate.

	"Why would you pretend to be Chosen?" he asked.

	"Misdirection. Adding a dash of truth to a cauldron of lies," he replied. "A highly effective tactic."

	"To what end?" Lain asked, patience wearing thin.

	"To aid my new partners, of course," he said.

	Lain's hand went to the grip of one of the stolen daggers. 

	"Then you have become a tool of the D'karon," he said.

	"Surely it doesn't come as a surprise to you. Wasn't it to be expected? It takes the D'karon--indeed, the entirety of the Alliance Army under their control--to equal the skill and opportunities afforded by yourself as an individual. I approached them and offered my services. Doing so without being killed proved an interesting task. They were quite open to the idea, once my allegiance was established. Another challenge, might I add, but one I rose to. They eventually embraced my presence. All save Trigorah. Still bears a bit of a grudge, I am afraid. They have her on a rather short leash, however. She's been removed from active duty and confined to the capital. Odd. 

	"Regardless. I shared with them a few choice pieces of information, and proposed the idea of posing as a Chosen. I would appear to be on the side of the Alliance, thus making the public less likely to believe that the true Chosen might be opposed. In addition, it was believed that by appearing to be a genuine Chosen One, my presence might flush out the rest of you," he explained.

	"Why follow me?" Lain asked.

	"Why would they accept me into their fold if not to find you?" he asked.

	Lain drew his weapon and placed the blade against Desmeres's throat.

	"And tell me. What is it that you intend to do, now that I am found?" he asked.

	"Very little," he answered.

	"Why should I believe you?" Lain asked.

	"One would hope that years of partnership and familiarity would be enough," Desmeres offered with a weak smile.

	The blade pressed harder.

	"You aren't worth enough, Lain," he added.

	Lain twisted the blade slightly.

	"I am serious. They have no interest in only one or two of you. And they certainly don't want you killed. They were sparse on the details, but they want no less than four of you--five, if possible--and simultaneously. And under no circumstances must any of you be killed!" Desmeres said urgently.

	Lain removed the blade.

	"Why?" he asked.

	"They wouldn't tell me. All that they did was give me the names and descriptions of who to watch for," he said, rubbing his throat. "You, of course. They know a great deal about you. They also targeted the shapeshifter, and something they called 'The Fourth,' another malthrope. She was with you. And I suspect the shapeshifter as well. Conspicuously absent is Myranda. If you were to ask me, I'd say their plan is to take on the full force of the Chosen as a whole. I can't imagine why."

	"Tell me why I shouldn't kill you," Lain said.

	"I could refer to the aforementioned years of partnership, but more convincing is the fact that I have the ability to feed disinformation to your many enemies within the Alliance Army. They gave me an object through which I am told to keep them updated on my actions. I recently informed them that I would be checking this town for you. It might be useful to you if I were to report that I had found nothing and was moving on. Less useful would be a missing follow-up that might indicate the need for closer inspection," he warned.

	Lain considered the statement.

	"I can't say I know what they have planned for you. Having been in their clutches before, I imagine you know what to expect. One would assume another capture would result in more of the same for both yourself and the others," he added.

	"How have you been following me? How is it that I was unable to detect you?" Lain demanded.

	"The D'karon mystics have a number of rather unique specialties. Most wizards concerned with stealth deal exclusively with attempted invisibility. The odd eccentric has tinkered with rendering one's motions silent. Once accepted into their cloister, I found volumes of runes and enchantments dedicated to rendering one undetectable to all senses. Vision, smell, even senses I have never heard of. Indeed, senses I cannot fathom. And the crystals, Lain. The possibilities they afford," Desmeres gushed enthusiastically. "They are truly inspiring. I have been able to infuse your weapons with passive defenses, but these crystals can fuel active, aggressive spells. And the techniques they have can produce weapons so quickly. 

	"This sword is a replica of the masterpiece the swordsman had carried. I managed it in days. Not weeks, days! I have got a few blades in the works . . . it pains me to be away from them. Revolutionary. One in particular belongs in no hands but your own, Lain. When it is complete, you shall have it. No one else could do it justice. It is the pinnacle of my art, Lain. I don't care if it finds its way to my throat a heartbeat after it reaches your grasp. This is a blade worthy to taste my blood."

	"Enough! How did you follow me?" Lain asked.

	"Intuition. Familiarity. A secret or two I choose not to reveal," he replied.

	Lain's eyes fell to his neck. Then back to his eyes.

	"Very well," Lain said, taking a step away.

	"Wait," Desmeres said.

	Lain lingered just at the edge of a shadow. 

	"How did you break my sword?" he asked.

	"It failed me in battle," he replied.

	"Was it broken by another sword?" Desmeres asked, almost desperate for the answer.

	Lain stepped forward, placing a hand on his shoulder.

	"It was broken by the hand of another Chosen," he said.

	Lain slipped fully into the darkness.

	"The Chosen . . . it took the spawn of the gods themselves to break it . . . I can accept that. Very well. But listen. Do not let that pretender, Flinn, charge you a copper for what he will do to that sword. The techniques he will steal from it will make him rich enough without charging a fee as well," he said. 

	His request fell upon an empty darkness, but he knew Lain had heard it. He walked slowly back into the stable. As he did, he felt for something around his neck, finally pulling forward his chest plate to glance at where it had been. The tooth he had taken from Myranda, Lain's tooth, should have been hanging around his neck. It and the spell she had brought back were largely responsible for allowing him to track Lain so quickly. Realizing what had happened, he chuckled and shook his head.

	"He certainly hasn't lost a step," he said, readying his horse to move on.

	#

	Lain returned to the spot outside the town where the others were waiting. There were more questions that could have been asked, more warnings that could have been delivered, but time was short. It was unwise to leave Ether and Ivy alone together. When he discovered them, they were predictably exchanging harsh words, though mercifully in whispers.

	"There you are. Tell her what you told me. That you just wanted her to be a distraction," Ivy insisted, her teeth chattering.

	"Do not indulge her madness," Ether said.

	"It is true," Lain stated flatly. "You served your purpose. The situation is in hand."

	Ivy stuck out her tongue at Ether, who stood with a stern look on her face, speechless.

	"You relied upon my failure?" she scoffed. "How could you leave something of such importance to so remote a chance?"

	Lain ignored the statement, continuing. "Be silent until the weapon shop closes. One of the humans inside may be persuaded to help us."

	"That is spectacularly unlikely. All in attendance seemed unified in their desire to prevent the expedient repair of that weapon," Ether warned.

	Lain remained silent. He crouched and slowly lulled himself into the trance that had come to replace sleep for him. Ivy huddled near to him against the cold, finally placing her head on his shoulder and dropping off to sleep. After staring at the scene with growing disgust, Ether took a seat on the ground and shifted to water--and, soon after, ice.

	A few hours passed. His body at rest, Lain's mind remained active. He closed his eyes, his ears vigilant even in rest. Thoughts lingered in his mind. He thought of the dangers that he still faced, the tasks that still lay before him. Slowly, doubt began to grow. 

	He should have killed Desmeres. He could not be trusted. He should not be waiting here; it was a waste of very precious time. He should have left Ether. She is unpredictable and uncontrollable. His judgment was failing him. His skills were failing him. The end was coming, and swiftly. For the first time in his life, he had something to live for, something besides his vengeance to keep him going, but it was clouding his mind. He was making mistakes. If he continued to make these mistakes, he would be killed. If he was killed, Ivy would die. The last real hope for his kind, possibly the last living member of his race, would be gone.

	Lain tried to force the thoughts away. Doubts were a death sentence. If there was one thing he had learned in all of his life, it was that the past is past. The only thing that matters is the future. If one does not believe entirely in one's choices, then one has already failed. He had to stay focused on his tasks. The greatest danger in the warrior's sleep was the threat of being consumed by the darkest aspects of the mind, the thoughts that too often drifted to the surface. Those who slipped too far awoke to madness, or not at all.

	Distantly, the sound of a door opening signaled an end to the trance. Quickly his body awoke, fatigue reduced greatly. He rose to his feet, ignoring the stiffness and soreness. Ivy was jarred awake by the suddenness and gazed drowsily at her friend.

	"What is going on?" she asked.

	"Stay hidden. I will return soon," he said.

	Before she could object or reply, he was gone. Lain's movements were barely affected by his injuries anymore. A few more hours entranced would restore him completely. As he slipped silently from shadow to shadow, a feeling of familiarity, of comfort came over him. Stalking a target. This was what he knew. This was his life. 

	He moved to the rooftops. With snow on the ground, he would leave footprints. There was no telling how long the repair would take. Footprints where they didn't belong might spark the people's suspicions. That would make remaining hidden more difficult. On the roofs, his movements would leave no trace for the casual observer. Soon he had found what he was seeking. Her scent was strongest here. It was her home. She had stepped inside just moments before. He listened closely. She was not alone. Two children were inside, and another woman. For a few moments more he listened. They complained that they were hungry. Swiftly, he darted to the back of the house, dropping down. There was a low door, already half-hidden beneath the piling snow on the rear of the house. With a smooth motion, he slipped the end of his broken sword between the door and the jam and slipped it up.

	Inside, a brace lifted out of place and the weight of the snow began to push the door open. He squeezed through the opening and pushed the door silently shut, sliding the brace back in place. The room was a shallow basement. It was stacked nearly to the low ceiling with the firewood it had been dug to hold. A rat scurried away as he navigated the pitch-blackness toward the door. On the other side, he heard the clang of a heavy pot. The door opened and his target reached in to fetch a few pieces of wood for the fire. 

	Lain pinned himself close to the wall, hidden from the light of the doorway. As she knelt to load her arms with wood, he slipped into the kitchen. The stone chimney that ran up through the center of the house had a warm fire burning. There were openings leading to the den on one side and the kitchen on this side. It provided most of the light, all of the heat, and cooked the food for the home. Here and there, an oil lamp burned. The kitchen was well-stocked with pans, pots, and knives. Cabinets were stacked with clay dinnerware. This was a well–provided-for home. A narrow door to one side of a counter led to a pantry, similarly filled with roots, vegetables, bread, and smoked meats. 

	He slipped inside and silently shut the door. 

	In the other room, the children were arguing loudly. She shouted at them as she opened the darkened pantry and stepped inside, holding a lamp. Lain maneuvered behind her, unseen, and slowly shut the door. The sound drew her attention, but Lain easily remained behind her, reaching across and snatching the lamp away with one hand and covering her mouth with the other.

	"Silence," he hissed as he lowered the lamp and extinguished it. 

	She obeyed, the room plunging into darkness.

	"When you were young, your parents told you a tale. They told you of the day that freedom was gained in exchange for a single favor. That favor was the duty of your family to perform. Generation to generation, it would be passed down until the day that it would be repaid. Today is that day. Do you understand?" he asked in a bare whisper.

	She nodded.

	"Good. On the floor beside you, you will find the pieces of a sword. A very special sword. You have seen the weapon before and refused it. You shall take this weapon to your employer, Flinn, and present it to him. It must be reforged. Convincing him to do so will not be difficult. It must be finished in no more than a week. Convincing him to part with it will be difficult, but that is not your task. You must simply ensure that he begins work on the piece, reveal where the work shall be done, and bring the finished piece back here. Do this, and the debt is lifted. If I am satisfied, you will know, and your children need not hear the same tale. Do you agree?" he asked.

	Again she nodded.

	"Good," he said.

	#

	As the door opened, she turned quickly to see the face of the intruder, but he was gone. She pushed the door open, light flooding in from the fire. On the floor was a sword. As the children, two boys, chased each other around the house, the older woman came into the kitchen. There was a distant, disturbed look on the young woman's face.

	"The boys are hungry, I hope . . . is something wrong?" she asked.

	"Mother. Watch them for just a bit longer. There is something I need to finish," she said, stooping to collect the blade. 

	After carefully stowing the weapon, she put her heavy clothes back on and ventured outside. She traced the path she took every morning to the personal workshop of Flinn. Only she and a few of the apprentices knew precisely where it was. It was near to the town, but tucked into a small alcove near the mouth of an ancient mine. He was enormously secretive about his work and valued his privacy. He even redirected the chimney of his workshop into the mine, lest someone see smoke rising and find him when he was working. Once a day, she and the apprentices would deliver any supplies he needed and provide the day's projects, as quite often days would pass before he left the place for his home. She fumbled for the key that only she and her employer held. Unlocking the door and pushing it open, she entered. It was broiling hot inside, as always, and the air was choked with smoke thanks to the less-than-effective performance of his subversive chimney.

	"What is it, Jessica?" called Flinn.

	He was a stout, bearded man, perpetually smudged with the black of coal and stained with some dye or another. He was sitting at a cluttered, poorly-lit table, etching intricate designs onto the wide blade of a heavy ax.

	"I have a sword for you to work on," she said.

	"I have quite enough to do, miss. Enough to fill months. I've told you that already. Take it away," he ordered.

	"Please, sir. This is terribly important," she begged.

	"Important?" he said, puzzled. "And just how important? I've been offered fifteen hundred gold pieces for the battle ax of the baron's eldest son. I dare say that is quite important."

	"It is a sword. It needs mending," she said.

	"Mending? Good heavens, girl, I do not mend swords! I have apprentices for that! You should know better than to suggest it!" he said.

	"Please, just look at it, sir," she pleaded.

	Flinn looked up with a frustrated gaze. The desperate look in his chief assistant's eyes was enough to convince him that this was not something that would be easily brushed aside.

	"Give it here," he said with a sigh, putting out his hands.

	She placed a coarse cloth in his hands and uncovered the weapon. The instant the light hit it, his attentions locked onto it. He lifted the tip and examined the runes. Turning it, he looked closely at the break, running his fingernail along the layers.

	"This is . . . Desmeres's work. Where did you get this?" he quickly demanded.

	"It was left by a messenger. The work must be finished in one week. He will collect it from me," she said.

	"One week? Nonsense. A masterpiece like this is to be studied. I need months. No. Years. I must have it. Find the owner and make an offer. Any price he requires. No. Better, bring him here. I need to know where he found the weapon. Yes. I must see this person," he said.

	"I am quite sure you will meet him. I am not certain you can avoid it," she replied.

	"Good, yes. Excellent," he said, distracted.

	Flinn cradled the weapon like a child and carried it to his work table, sweeping it clear with a motion of his arm. Priceless weapons and tools clattered to the ground as he placed the object of his sudden obsession down carefully. His assistant opened the door and stepped outside. The dim, flickering light from inside fell upon the path she had made through the still-falling snow. A few paces further was a solitary pair of footprints. There were no steps leading to them, and none leading away. They were facing the door. 

	Simultaneously, a chill of fear swept through her and a decades-old weight was lifted from her shoulders. He had been there. He had seen where the work would be done. Her family's debt was nearly repaid. She returned home.

	#

	Inside, Flinn looked over the sword with a maddened eye. Fumbling through a nearby drawer, he spread a small pile of parchment on the table. He retrieved a bottle of ink and a quill and began to transcribe the runes from the blade to the paper, then a sketch of the cross section and profile of the blade. A small puff of cold air escaped his notice. He held up the hilt end of the sword and judged its weight, testing the edge with his thumb. When he reached for the quill again, it was gone, as was the page of notes. 

	"No. Where is it?" he growled, placing the sword carefully on the table and stooping to search the floor. 

	After sifting through the tools he had thrown on the floor, he stood again. The sword was gone. In its place was a single piece of paper, scrawled with a message: Repair the sword in seven days, keep what you learn as payment. Fail and lose both of your prizes.

	Reading the last line, he cast a panicked look to a display case above the door to the rest of the workshop. It was empty. It had held a small dagger. The first of Desmeres pieces he had found. The techniques he had gleaned from it had changed his life. The weapons he began to produce, pale imitations at best, were head and shoulders above any other weapons for sale, and he had still only scratched the surface. The subtler nuances were still revealing themselves as recently as that month. He turned back to his work table. The broken sword, the dagger, and the notes were waiting for him. A chill wind swept past him again. He sat at the table, hunched over his work as though guarding it from grasping hands, and returned to his task. 

	 


Chapter 27

	Lain hurried back to the others. When he reached where they had been waiting, he found only Ivy there. He had suspected as much. Her arms were crossed and her brow furrowed, an irritated frown on her face. It was clear to Lain why. Ether had followed him, he had felt it. In some form or another, she had watched as he performed his tasks. Had he the opportunity, he would have put it to an end, but by the time he became aware, the need for silence was too great.

	"Show yourself," he demanded sharply. 

	The intense wind swirled together tightly into her form and shifted to flesh again.

	"Your skill is great, though I question your actions," Ether stated.

	"Why did you follow me?" he asked sternly.

	"In light of my recent difficulties, I felt it necessary to illustrate to you the degree of my own prowess," she said.

	"I told her not to, but she didn't listen to me," Ivy huffed.

	"I don't have time for this," Lain growled. "The sun will come up soon. We need to find someplace more secure. This will take time."

	"There is a house on the north side of this place. Charred and empty," Ether offered.

	"You have seen it?" Lain questioned.

	"I observed all that this town and the surrounding mountainside has to offer a few moments after I had shifted to the wind," she remarked.

	"We shall see," Lain said. "Lead us there. On foot."

	Ether began to trudge through the deep snow in her human form. The distance was short, but the wind and snow made the travel slow. A heavier cloak coalesced about Ether's shoulders. Her feet sunk into the snow in light boots and emerged from the snow in heavier ones. She often removed the sensitivities to cold and hunger that plagued the mortal form, but in truth the windy form had taken most of what little strength she had restored. She needed to settle into this familiar form for a few hours more before attempting something like that again. It was with no small measure of relief that she agreed to remain as she was.

	The sparse buildings of the town became more so, and a fair distance from them, just past the sign post of the town, was indeed the remains of a sturdy house. Two walls still stood, and though piled with snow and what remained of the roof, the floor seemed fairly intact. Lain considered it. It was situated such that the walls hid the rest of the ruins reasonably well, and the distance from the road was considerable. It was not the ideal place to hide, but they were not likely to find a better one. He inspected further, revealing a hatch leading to a basement comparatively untouched by the flames. With a nod, Ivy scurried inside, followed by Ether.

	The basement was shallow, as most were in the rocky, frozen ground of the mountains. Light and snow filtered through a corner of the floor above that had broken under the weight of the wreckage. It looked as though this place hadn't been touched since the fire. 

	Lain crouched on the ground near the center of the floor. Ivy imitated him. He slowly began to enter the trance again, a task greatly eased by the lack of a constant, blasting wind in his ears. 

	As he did, Ivy wearily looked about. She was still tired, but this new place interested her. There were chests here and there, shelves piled with jars, some broken, some intact. There was a mix of smells she didn't recognize. Slowly, she edged away from Lain and carefully opened a chest, mostly keeping her eyes on him, fearful of a scolding.

	When none came she began to look through the contents. Old, moldy blankets. She frowned and put them away. Trying to get the smell out of her nose, she sniffed the air, something catching her attention. Carefully, she followed the smell. Her whole mind tingled as she drew in the scent. Ether watched.

	"What is it now?" Ether asked.

	"I smell . . . rosin," she said.

	"Why do you care about that?" Ether asked.

	"I don't know . . . I . . . here it is!" Ivy said.

	Tucked far into the corner, under a shelf and among a pile of other boxes, was a small case. She undid the latch and opened it to reveal a violin. Her fingers fairly shook as she pulled it from the case. She was transfixed by the sight of it. There was a look on her face of clarity, of focus, of remembrance that she had never shown before. Ether opened her mouth to object as she plucked a string, but instead she kept her silence. Part of her was interested in this behavior. More so, she was eager for the reprimand that Ivy was certain to bring upon herself from Lain.

	Lain slowly pulled himself from the shallow trance to the sounds of quietly bending notes as Ivy's fingers twisted at knobs and her ears flicked. The strings were quickly coaxed into their proper tension. There was a skill behind her motions. This was not new to her. The plucking was soft. Certainly not audible above the whipping wind outside. For the moment, Lain tolerated it. A few more deft twists and each string produced the proper tone. She reached into the case and pulled out the bow and rosin. Testing the string, she applied some of the rosin. The serenity on her face was incredible. Finally, she raised the bow to the strings.

	"That is enough," Lain warned.

	She paid him no heed. The bow touched to the strings and a long, soft, crisp note was drawn from them, then another. Her movements were deliberate and flawless. It began as a slow, mournful, weeping melody. The song was barely above a whisper. Steadily, it grew brighter, quicker. Her fingers danced on the strings. The yellow aura that had surrounded her when she was laughing returned. A look of pure joy came to her face. 

	Again, Lain felt warmth in what remained of his wounds. The intensity grew as the tune grew louder, and soon Lain feared that if it grew any further, they would be heard. He placed a hand on her shoulder. She jumped.

	"Lain, when did you wake up? Did . . . did you hear me? I can do this! It feels right, it feels natural!" she said. "Ether, did you see? Ether?"

	Ether had a far-away, almost horrified look on her face.

	"She is the . . . the artist, the prodigy spoken of in the prophecy. One of the originals. Damn her. She is . . . she was one of us," she said.

	"What? What do you mean?" Ivy asked.

	"The five original Chosen were created by the gods. The swordsman, leader of men. The one with the blood of a fox, master of all weaponry. Myself, unparalleled mystic being. The strategist and tracker. The last was to be the artist and prodigy," she said, almost fearful of her words.

	"And I'm the prodigy?" Ivy said.

	"There is the possibility that this was among the knowledge that was forced into your mind, but the effect it has upon you . . . it is deeper by far than anything I've seen," she said.

	"So you've been treating me badly, and I am just like you!" Ivy said.

	"You are nothing like me. You could never be like me. All this means is that the foes we face have the ability to turn a pure and perfect being into . . . you, and when you die your replacement will be as useless as Myranda was," Ether said.

	"Hey . . . HEY!" Ivy objected.

	"Quiet! Both of you!" Lain growled. "We will be here until my sword is repaired. If the two of you will be at each other's throats all of that time, something will have to be done about it," Lain said.

	Ivy shrunk away like a scolded child, sitting in the corner, pulling her hood down over her eyes and pouting until her weariness caused her to slowly drift off. Ether waited patiently until the slow, regular breathing of sleep overtook her. Lain was still awake.

	"Rather cold. A fire might be useful. For the two of you, of course," Ether suggested.

	"We cannot risk the light or the smoke," he said.

	"If the light and smoke are a risk, I can eliminate them," she offered.

	Lain was silent for a time.

	"It would be useful," Lain agreed. 

	Ether rose and gathered a few pieces of the lumber. She took weakly to flame and took a seat on the pile. A moment later the wood began to darken and warmth began to spread, but the flames of her body sunk to wavering black and not a wisp of smoke rose. Before long the basement was livable, even comfortable. 

	Lain did not reenter the trance. With his wounds healed, all that remained was weariness, and he could cope with that well enough. Ivy was deeply asleep, affording Ether as near as she was going to get to a few moments alone with Lain.

	"Why?" Ether asked.

	Lain shifted his gaze to her but remained silent.

	"Why does this creature earn your affection while I am denied it? I do not desire the feelings you squander on her to be spent on me for my own sake, but for yours. It makes no sense to cloud your mind with her. What about her could be desirable that I do not possess tenfold?" Ether asked.

	"She is of my kind. The two of us may well be the last. I must protect her," he stated.

	"She is not of your kind. I am. She has been twisted and warped to resemble your kind. Indeed, you are not of your kind. Not as you use the words, at least. You were not born of malthrope parents. Your father was a god," she scoffed.

	"I am what my life has made me, as is she," he replied.

	Ether considered his words, swiftly dismissing them as yet another symptom of the damage that his time among the mortals has done to his perception of himself.

	"The one you call Desmeres was near. I saw him as I followed you. I cannot imagine that you were not aware," Ether remarked.

	"I was," he replied.

	"It surely was not a coincidence," she added.

	"It was not. He is in league with the D'karon, posing as a Chosen and tasked with our capture," he explained.

	"And he still lives? You can no longer deny that sentiment has robbed you of reason and good judgment," Ether accused.

	"For the time being, he can be trusted to serve his own interests before those of the D'karon. That means leading them astray until the price they are willing to pay is high enough to suit him. In the meantime, I have robbed him of his means of locating me," Lain said, pulling the enchanted tooth that had hung about Desmeres's neck from his cloak.

	"Very well," she relented.

	"Listen to me. I tolerate you because in times of battle you fill a need that I cannot. You can deal out and defend against mystic attack. It is for this reason alone that you were not left behind. I do not require your advice. You need not audit my decisions, dissect my reasoning, or judge my motivations. Keep your critiques to yourself and I shall do the same," Lain warned.

	Ether chuckled. "I have attained a state of perfection. I am intrigued what possible critiques you might have for me."

	Lain was silent.

	"Speak," Ether demanded.

	Lain drew in a deep breath.

	"You were given almost limitless potential and an eternity to hone it. That should have made you invincible. Instead, you wasted the time convincing yourself that you were already invincible. You continue to waste your power by using every last ounce of it at every opportunity. Not every battle needs to end in an ocean of flame. You can take the form of any man or beast you choose, but in virtually all cases you choose instead to spill off all of your strength funneling the wrath of the elements. Myranda had the merest fraction of your strength and she made it last. She achieved her task and still had enough left to escape until this last battle. You finish each battle scarcely better than Ivy. She, at least, has no control over it. You do it on purpose. Perhaps worst of all is your squandered stealth. You can appear to be a human until the instant you open your mouth, rendering the skill all but worthless. How can you have existed since the dawn of time and managed to stay ignorant of the behavior of the most influential creatures in creation?" Lain fairly ranted.

	It was a rare showing of emotion, one that he regretted immediately. It was pointless. Nothing he said would be heeded. Ether remained silent. Lain pulled open the bag and ate his share of the rations. The sun was rising. When the short day was over, he would find something to replace it. For now, there was only waiting. 

	Time passed slowly. Each of the trio had learned to deal with waiting. In Lain's work, patience was quite often the difference between success and failure. He spent his time carefully analyzing all that his senses told him. Once, a small group of D'karon passed through town, but they did not linger. Desmeres had been true to his word. 

	Ether was well accustomed to waiting. She had found herself capable of nothing else for an entire era. As for Ivy, her memories were filled with anxious waiting for another torturous session. All she had to do was to think about the fact that she was free from that fear forever and this waiting seemed like bliss.

	As each waited, each thought. Lain traced the path he would take to the south over in his head a thousand times. The quickest: down the mountainside and due south along the foot of the mountains. The safest: directly through the mountains to the border. No. A compromise: down the mountainside, across the narrow strip of the lowlands toward Ravenwood, then south through Ravenwood. The forest ran nearly to the border, it provided excellent cover, and it would scarcely slow them at all. 

	Ivy mostly spent her time quietly fingering the bridge of the violin until the wind picked up enough for Lain to permit her to play. Then she lost herself in song until the wind died down or she grew tired. Ether made the occasional trip in the blackness of night to find more wood, as Lain warned that if enough of the debris disappeared, it might draw attention. Mostly, though, she thought. She watched Lain listen to Ivy's songs and she thought. She watched Ivy sleeping and she thought. 

	Once a night, when Lain was hunting, he would check on Flinn's progress. Each day, greater measures had been taken to protect his workplace. Armed guards. Additional locks. This mattered little to Lain. Slipping past such things had become second nature to him. Each day, he found himself inside, unobserved, and watching Flinn work. On the sixth night, it was clear that he would finish in time. The sword was already in one piece again. The edge slowly taking shape, the runes roughly etched. The remaining work was superficial. Lain returned to their shelter. 

	"Tomorrow we leave," he stated.

	"Are you sure? Can't we wait a bit longer? Myranda can't be too far away now," Ivy requested.

	She had spoken of Myranda increasingly as the days progressed. She was certain that the human was still alive, that she was growing nearer all the time. 

	"We will be heading west, back toward where we last saw her," Lain said.

	She seemed satisfied. Lain never contradicted her belief. He would need every ounce of hope it provided to keep her moving quickly.

	The day came. Lain had already delivered his final request to the woman he now knew was named Jessica, informing her to fetch the sword and leave it in her wood cellar. Suddenly, as he was concealing the last of the evidence that they had ever been there, he recognized a scent. He silenced Ivy and made his way to the broken corner of the floor. Peering outside, he saw, almost completely obscured by the swirling snow, a familiar form standing beside a horse. Trigorah.

	There was something wrong. She was alone. Not a single one of her Elite was present. She was not even in her Elite armor, dressed instead as plainly as any Northerner. The only semblance of her rank was her weapon, clutched tightly in hand. She suspected something. Lain remembered Desmeres's words. She hadn't trusted him. She wanted to investigate the town he had dismissed. Her lack of her status symbols meant that she was here on personal business. Lain wasted no more time considering her motivations. She was a formidable investigator. She would find him if he lingered here. 

	The light of day had not yet faded. It would be tremendously risky to venture out. The fact that Trigorah was now so near made the retrieval of his certainly finished weapon imperative. She was difficult to defeat when equally armed. Were he to face her with only the poorly-made daggers he carried, defeat was distinctly possible. He looked to the others. His concern had not gone unnoticed.

	"What's wrong?" Ivy asked, wisely whispering.

	"Trigorah is here. We need to move," he said, drawing a dagger. "Leave everything."

	Ether shifted to wind and swept into the icy gale above, returning and reforming.

	"You need a distraction. I believe I can provide one to your liking," Ether offered.

	Lain turned to her, silent.

	#

	Outside, Trigorah surveyed her surroundings. The townspeople all claimed to have seen nothing. The man called Flinn could not be reached, and his assistant seemed nervous about being questioned. That was more than enough to spark her interest. Desmeres had been through here. He'd reported that Lain was nowhere near. His previous report had stated with certainty that the malthrope was heading up the mountainside. He had to be heading this place. With a horse, Desmeres surely should have closed the gap between them, even if he had to use the road. Either he had gotten ahead of Lain and was too foolish to wait for his target to arrive, or he was covering for something. Either way, this was proof of his treachery.

	It had taken her three days to reach this place, as well as four days and all of her favors to elude the sizable staff tasked with keeping her occupied at the capital. That blasted General Bagu had confined her to the military command hall in the capital since his trip to the project facility. He wanted her on hand--or in hand. It was clear her skills were wasted there, but he didn't care. By now, her disobedience had certainly been noticed. The consequences might be dire if she did not return with the prize she sought.

	She had spent many years in on-again/off-again search for the assassin she now knew as Lain. She knew that he was clever, skilled. But things were different now. He was not alone. If Demont was correct--and she had never known him to be otherwise--then Lain would have at least two others with him. One was the project. That limited his options for shelter, if he was still near. By her estimation, it limited them to one. She mounted her horse and set off for the edge of town, where she had been told the ruins of a house could be found.

	#

	Lain whisked as swiftly and as silently as he could manage. In the distance, trudging back from Flinn's workshop was Jessica, bundled against the constant wind. She was carrying the sword. He managed to slip behind her.

	"Your debt is paid," he whispered, pulling the weapon from her.

	She gasped and flinched. By the time she opened her eyes, he was gone.

	#

	Trigorah came upon the shelter. There were three sets of footprints. Two led to the west, toward the steep slope. One led back toward the town. Distantly she could hear footsteps crunching their way unsteadily down the slope. In the wind, it was difficult to tell how many. She chose the closer prey, moving swiftly down the mountainside. Some distance down the mountain, the footprints split. Impossibly, two sets of footprints led in each direction, as though both of her targets had gone in both directions. To her left, the footsteps could still be heard. As she followed this trail, the two sets of footprints subtly spread to three. Illusions? No, this trail was real. She would have her answer when she reached its end. She doubled her speed. Soon forms emerged from the windblown snow. One was certainly Lain. Another was a woman. The last must have been the project.

	The project was a variable. She was told that it was capable of all of the physical feats Lain was. Indeed, she'd been called into the facility of its design to act as an adviser on just what such traits should be emphasized. In addition, she had been briefed on its more unique aspects, but she had never been permitted to see it before. She would have to be on her guard. More so than usual.

	"Halt!" she cried when she was near enough to be heard.

	The three stopped and turned in unison. Lain stepped forward, fury in his eyes. The others seemed oddly calm.

	"Lower your weapon, Lain. I am already acting against orders. Do not doubt that I will kill you and the others," Trigorah warned.

	A savage growl erupted from him and he charged at the general. It was all wrong. His sword was held high, his body undefended. Even his motions seemed stiffer and slower than she knew them to be. With ample time to react, she blocked the attack and countered with a superficial slash across his chest. Blood flowed, but as it trickled down, it turned clear, then froze in the icy air. 

	His subsequent attacks were similarly fruitless, and those of Trigorah produced much the same result. Finally, she grew weary of the pointless battle. She thrust her weapon deep into the chest of what she knew could not be the true Lain. As soon as the first of the gems embedded in the blade touched his flesh, the afflicted area turned to water, crackling as it fell in the intense cold. As it did, the others recoiled as if they too had been struck. Soon the whole of the body had rushed to the ground, splashing all over Trigorah's ankles. 

	A moment later the other malthrope, the project, melted away. The woman smiled briefly before doing the same.

	#

	Elsewhere, Lain, Ether, and Ivy hurried down the mountainside. Lain was a few steps ahead of the others. Owing to some manipulation of her form, Ether had been easily keeping pace with him, but Lain turned when he heard the footsteps falter. A dozen paces back, Ether had stopped. Ivy was beside her, taking the opportunity to rest.

	"She has found the first of the decoys," Ether managed.

	Lain looked back; there was nearly half of a mountain behind them. The frost-covered tops of the evergreen forest below were now and again visible through the whipping snow. This diversion was working. If Trigorah could be delayed just a few minutes more, the wind would wipe their footprints away. The trail would be cold. His eyes shifted back to Ether. She seemed greatly fatigued, as did Ivy. Her eyes drifted to a tuft of fur caught on a nearby bush. Clutching it, she swiftly assumed the form of a doe, a shape simpler and faster on this terrain. Moments later the trio set off again with renewed speed.

	#

	Far behind them, Trigorah followed another set of prints to its end. There were the same three figures that she had watched dissolve away. The sole difference was a wooden box tucked under the arm of the project. This time, the woman she hadn't recognized before stepped forward to attack, while the project hid behind Lain, who held his weapon at a lazy ready. The attack was a weak one, or so it seemed. She raised her weapon in defense, but the blow shook her, as though the slow, backhanded strike had been made with a club. A resounding clang rang out as the next blow landed on her sword. Trigorah swiftly countered, the edge of her weapon barely chipping the arm that was each moment more visibly turning to stone. Before long, it was a living statue she faced. The blade struck again and again, but failed to sink into the rocky form.

	Trigorah called to mind what she had learned of the opponent, the shapeshifter. She twisted the blade and struck with the flat. The shapeshifter's stone arm blocked the blow without budging. Quickly, Trigorah drew the blade along the raised arm. Gems were embedded in the blade of her weapon, designed to allow her to cast spells when the need arrived. Each time one of them came into contact with her opponent, the shifter shrieked in pain. Finally she pulled away, no longer able to withstand the horrid hunger of the crystals. The afflicted arm crumbled away. Soon after the rest of the shapeshifter followed. Before a blow could be struck against him, the decoy Lain wafted away as well.

	#

	Elsewhere, the trio of Chosen was well into the forest at the base of the mountains. Again Ether faltered. She did not have to explain why. Without words, they redoubled their speed. Due west. Already Trigorah was far too far behind to catch up, but she was not to be underestimated. She had the whole of the military at her disposal. They continued at a sprint for as long as they all could manage. Ivy was the first to slow. Ether matched her pace soon after. Finally, Lain relented. Every muscle in his body screamed for rest. Hunger had never bothered him, but he knew that if he did not eat soon, he would weaken. He could not afford it. He turned to the others. Ether slowly resumed her human form. Ivy was sitting in the snow, trying desperately to catch her breath.

	"Wait here. I'll find something to eat," he said.

	He swept into the forest. It didn't take long for him to find a boar. He brought it back to the others. Ivy sat cross-legged, wavering, as though she would soon collapse. Ether stood, an unfamiliar look of deep weariness on her face. She was clearly attempting to hide it, and failing pitifully. Lain threw the kill on the ground. Ivy looked at it wearily.

	"Not hungry," she said flatly.

	"Eat. You need strength," Lain ordered.

	"I'm just . . . tired. I need sleep," she said.

	"Eat. And you. I'll gather wood," he said.

	"Unnecessary," Ether remarked.

	Lain cast a stern look in their direction. As was often the case, his eyes communicated far more effectively than his words. Each of his companions slowly complied. Ivy's fatigue was more than apparent. She ate with none of the enthusiasm she typically displayed. Her attentions pulled fully away from her food briefly as Ether shifted to flame amid more flicker and flare than usual. When he was certain that the others had done what they needed to, he did the same, partaking of his share of the kill and settling into the warrior's sleep.

	#

	Far away, inside the hardened capital of the frozen land, a familiar figure sat, impatiently waiting. Before him was a great desk, covered with maps detailing troop movements, mounds of dispatches from various messengers, and a large sand timer, grains slowly slipping through to a barely half-filled bottom. The heavy door opened and in walked Epidime, battle-scarred halberd in hand. 

	"You beckoned, Bagu," he asked.

	"Sit," Bagu ordered. 

	With an impatient sigh, he complied, easing into the chair opposite the desk with exaggerated care.

	"Did you think I wouldn't find out?" Bagu hissed.

	"That depends on which of my myriad secrets you've discovered," he quipped.

	"Where is she!?" Bagu demanded.

	"Again, you must be more specific. I have a considerable amount of knowledge regarding the whereabouts of the female population," he replied.

	"You know that General Teloran is limited to the confines of the capital! She is no longer here," Bagu fumed.

	"Yes . . . was that not generally known? She had a word with Demont, then headed off to the southwest several days ago," he said, realizing now the reason for which he was summoned.

	The room seemed to grow uncomfortably warm as Bagu bristled with anger.

	"Damn it, Epidime, you will take this seriously. Trigorah remains a vital element in our plans. She must be kept under control," Bagu fumed.

	"If you'd left the leash slack, the dog wouldn't have pulled," Epidime remarked tauntingly. 

	"Save your wisdom for when I request it, General, and find Teloran," Bagu ordered.

	"As you wish," Epidime agreed. He rose and headed for the door. 

	Leaving the room, Epidime walked briskly through a grand hall toward the massive doors of the palace. 

	"What brings you here, General?" asked the commanding voice of a slight old man seated at the end of the great hall.

	"None of your concern, Your Majesty. Do not worry yourself," Epidime said dismissively.

	"It seems that nothing is my concern of late. Nothing for quite some time," the king mused bitterly as a servant approached with a tray of food.

	Epidime stopped suddenly and turned to the king.

	"Were I you, my king, I would adopt a more . . . civil tone when addressing your generals. Common is the monarch who has fallen due to a lack of trust in those who defend him," Epidime warned.

	"It is not my own fate that concerns me, but that of my people. My predecessors relinquished the reins of the army in our time of greatest need, in the hope that your aid would allow it to pass quickly. No man that lived then lives now. Perhaps the time has come to reclaim them," the King replied.

	"General Epidime, go to your task. Erdrick, A word," Bagu ordered from the door of his chamber.

	A grin came to Epidime's face as he made his exit. Bagu marched out of his lair and locked the king in a steely stare. 

	"The military that was left to us was a beaten force. Its back was broken. Defeat was in sight. Our men are what have given you these years, given you the chance for victory," Bagu reminded him.

	"Peace is preferable to war. If defeat is the price, I am now willing to pay it," the king stated solemnly. 

	"You claim to care for your people, yet you would sacrifice their freedom with victory so nearly at hand," Bagu scolded.

	"Their freedom was not mine to sacrifice, nor was it theirs. Their forefathers and mine gave it to the war long ago, and the war has been given to you," said the king.

	"Very well, but when you speak of ending this war, do so with this thought in mind: our forces are strong, they are relentless, and they are many. They live only to do battle and to do my bidding. Should you take from them their present targets, in what direction do you suppose their blades will turn?" Bagu asked ominously.

	The king remained silent.

	"Remember this, Your Majesty. Your continued power is an illusion for the benefit of your people. The only true power lies in the hand that wields the sword," warned the general.

	With that he returned to his lair. The defeated king sat in silence.

	 


Chapter 28

	Back in the cold field, a few hours of sleep had done little to restore the trio of Chosen, but time was precious. Or, at least, it should be. Lain was the first to rouse himself. He sniffed the air cautiously. The news it held concerned him. It was not that he smelled his pursuer, but that he didn't. The wind of the mountains should bring even the slightest scent directly to him. If she was on their trail, he would smell her. But Trigorah's scent was nowhere to be found. 

	Soon, the quietly crackling fire stepped away from its place and resumed the human form Ether had taken as her own. She stood beside him.

	"I imagine that we should be on our way," Ether said.

	Lain was silent, testing the air again. Nothing at all. He remembered what Desmeres had said. They had ways of concealing themselves. It was not her way. Trigorah was Lain's oldest adversary. Far older than his oldest ally. Long ago, Lain had learned that knowing one's enemy was infinitely more valuable than knowing one's friend. In his line of work, it was a lesson learned early or not at all. 

	He knew her well. She despised stealth. It was one of the things she hated most about him. To her, it was nothing more than veiled cowardice. She was a hunter. If he couldn't smell her, she was not downwind.

	"She isn't following us," Lain stated.

	"The D'karon general? I'd assumed as much," she replied.

	Lain stared back at her sternly.

	"One of my decoys has not been destroyed. I suspect she believes that she has captured one of us," Ether replied.

	"You knew this all along," Lain hissed.

	"The urgency of the pursuit was spurring Ivy on at a considerable pace. The faster we are able to relieve ourselves of this burden, the better," Ether explained.

	Slowly, thoughts began to stir in Lain's head. He turned to the sleeping Ivy. With a tap on the leg, he awakened her. The young creature's eyes shot open. Almost instantly, she was fully awake. She looked about, fearfully, and clambered gracelessly to her feet.

	"I slept too long, didn't I? She's here, isn't she! We should hurry, let's go!" she urged.

	"For now, there is time. Ivy. I want you to sing something for me," he requested in an uncharacteristically gentle voice.

	"You want me to . . . sing? I've never sung. Why would you want that?" Ivy said, almost nervously.

	"Indulge me," he said.

	"I . . . I don't know what to sing. It isn't reasonable for you to ask me to do that if I haven't done it before. Why would you think that I would even know how to? I . . . I play the violin," she offered.

	As she spoke, a more familiar look came to Lain's face, the tiny, nuanced changed in his expression that only a few in this world had learned to read properly. Anger. Ether watched with eyes untrained to detect such subtleties of emotion. Suddenly, in a smooth motion that was over before Ether had even noticed it had begun, Lain pulled free a dagger and plunged it deep into Ivy's heart. A twinge of pain swept over Lain. Ether and Ivy released simultaneous cries, identical in all ways save the voice. Ivy fell limply to the ground, gasping for breath. 

	Ether was staggered, wavering on her feet. When she regained her balance, her eyes met with Lain's. The fury in his eyes was clear now even to her. 

	"Explain yourself," he demanded, his tone dripping with hatred. 

	Slowly, Ivy rose from the ground. Fear, pain, all emotion was gone from her face. Her features took on an even, practiced look of disinterest that matched Ether's perfectly. In unison, their mouths opened, and they spoke as one.

	"It had to be done, Lain. She was destroying you," they spoke in eerie harmony. 

	Suddenly, the form of Ivy vanished in a burst of wind, the dagger in her chest clattering to the ground.

	"Where is she!" Lain demanded, his sword drawn.

	"Put her out of your mind. She was poison to you. She was making you sloppy; you were making mistakes," Ether said.

	Lain swiped his weapon at her with incredible speed. She managed to shift to wind and whisk aside, shifting back to human again behind him.

	"She may be one of the last of my kind. It is my duty to protect her!" he raged.

	"Duty!? Your duty is to this world! And you are forsaking it! You are wasting precious moments to preserve what is nothing more than an attempt by the enemy to subvert you! Anyone could see that this has gone past duty for you. It is obsession! Devotion! It is--" she cried, stopping herself.

	"Love!" Lain replied. 

	"Yes, love! And she doesn't deserve it! She is a thing! Weak! Ignorant! Impermanent! You and I both know that there is only one being worthy of you! I am powerful! I am eternal! We share everything! Purpose! Origin! And I am spurned for a failed experiment with the mind of a child!" Ether ranted. She shifted to Ivy's form. "I can be anything you require of me! Do you want a malthrope? So be it! Do you desire a human?" Her form shifted to Myranda's. "You shall have it! I can make myself into anyone that has earned from you what I am denied!" Ether raved, shifting back to her own human form and grasping desperately at Lain's cloak. "All I ask is for your trust! For your respect! For your affection! All I ask is that I be the one for you! That I have the place in your thoughts that is rightfully mine!"

	Lain's grip tightened on his weapon. Hatred and anger swept over him in pulses and waves.

	"You would speak to me of obsession! You don't even know what love is and you demand it of me? It cannot be demanded. You don't understand it. Ivy is like a daughter to me. You . . . I will not attempt to reason with you. You are dead to me. Tell me where she is," he said.

	"I will not allow you to squander yourself on that abomination!" Ether cried.

	Lain bared his teeth, clenched so tight they creaked.

	"Think!" he hissed between them. "She is Chosen and you have betrayed her. Anything that happens to her now is on your shoulders. What price will fate demand of you if she comes to harm? How will your precious mark punish you if she comes to her end?"

	Ether stood silent. Lain's words had pierced the thick veil of emotion. Slowly, the truth of her actions became clear to her--and the consequences painfully so. She'd felt the burning several times already, a sharp, sudden pain in her head where the mark could be found. She had ignored it, dismissed it. Even now there was a constant dull sensation. 

	"Gods . . . they've found a way to destroy me. I should have been destroyed the moment I led her away. If they kill her . . . we must find her. I led her away with some of the other decoys. Trigorah must have her! We must find her before it is too late! Until I can undo my mistake, her life is my own!" Ether cried, genuine fear in her voice. 

	She shifted to flame and burst high into the still-dark sky.

	#

	Far away, Ivy cowered fear and tried to catch her breath. She was still struggling to work out what had happened, but there had been little time to think. That woman, the one who Lain had run from, was near. In the initial sprint down the mountain, a great deal of ground had been put between them, but now Trigorah was on horseback. It was all Ivy could do to stay a few steps ahead. The fear that had gripped her from the moment she saw what had happened to her friends still burned her mind. The whole of the pursuit had been a constant effort to keep it from consuming her, from turning her into the monster. Doing so would allow her to escape, there was no question of that. What worried her was that when she awoke, if she awoke, there was no telling where she might be. So she had run.

	Now she found herself in dank alley in a large town. The moon was behind the thick, perpetual clouds overhead. Despite the size of this place, there were very few people. After years of war, one would be hard pressed to find a town that didn't seem deserted. This, at least, was in Ivy's favor. It had allowed her to make it to this shadowy, litter-strewn alley unseen. Now she sat, her back against a cold, damp, stone wall, clutching a battered wooden box like a security blanket. A corridor leading behind one of the buildings was to her left. To her right, a few dozen paces away, the icy city street. 

	Quickly, she realized how foolish she was to have come this way. Lain had made it clear that the places of man should be avoided, but she couldn't help it. She felt drawn to them, like she belonged among these people. Now she regretted coming here. Every footfall that reached her sensitive ears turned in her mind to Trigorah coming for her. Breathing deeply, she tried desperately to clear her mind. She couldn't bring herself to believe what she had seen happen to her friends. They had just vanished. She tried to ignore the footsteps, replaying the scene over in her head. The way Lain swept away seemed so familiar, and the way Trigorah didn't seem to expect it, much less to have caused it. But if not she, then who? Did Lain do it? Did he know magic?

	Ivy felt a strange tingling in her spine. She turned to the opening of the alleyway. Time seemed to slow. The tip of a polished sword caught what little light there was as it slipped into view. In that tiny reflection, Ivy's keen eyes locked with those of another. Trigorah. Praying that she had not been seen, Ivy clambered backward as quietly as she could, turning the corner in the alley. Crouching low, she trained her eyes on the ground where she'd been sitting. Footsteps echoed closer. The ground took on the white blue glow of the jewels in the general's blade. 

	Ivy turned away, her eyes now shifting down the length of the corridor, her legs primed for a sprint. An instant later, her heart leapt into her throat. There was nothing ahead but a few more paces of filthy, snow-covered cobblestone and a wall reaching up to the roofs of the tall buildings on either side. A dead end.

	She turned again, but time had run out. The light of the sword was painfully bright after the blackness of the alley. Trigorah held it at the ready, her eyes coldly reading the malthrope, judging what this beast before her was capable of. Ivy closed her eyes and shielded her face with the box, backing to the wall behind her.

	"What did you--how did--no! Please, no I--" she stammered hysterically, the blue aura of fear rising despite her best efforts. 

	"Silence," Trigorah ordered, her voice low but forceful.

	"No, not here. Just not here. Please. There are people. If I change they might get hurt," she pleaded tearfully, as much with herself as with Trigorah.

	"Silence! Listen to me. Creature!" Trigorah demanded with hushed insistence. She sifted through what she'd learned of the creature. Demont had spoken of a name she called herself. "IVY!"

	At the sound of her name, Ivy stopped and looked slowly at her pursuer. 

	"Did . . . did you call me Ivy? The teachers never called me that . . ." she said.

	Ivy drew in a long sample of Trigorah's scent. 

	"You were there. When they had me. But you aren't one of them, are you?" Ivy asked.

	"I am a general of the Northern Alliance and I am sworn to defend it. Now tell me where the others are. I promise you that it is not our intention to bring any of you to harm," Trigorah said.

	"Where are they? You KILLED THEM! And now you are going to lie to my face and tell me you don't want to hurt us!" Ivy snapped, a surge of red light painting the alleyway as the scene replayed itself in her mind again.

	"That was not my doing," Trigorah said.

	"Don't lie. DON’T LIE TO ME!" Ivy seethed. Deep inside, she knew that Trigorah could not have been responsible. Nevertheless, her emotions, denied fear as an outlet, sought anger in its place. She turned away, scolding herself. "Not here."

	Her teeth clenched; the wooden box she held creaked in her grip. Ivy struggled to master her emotions. The last thing she wanted was to change here, in a city. 

	Very slowly, the red aura began to fade. Trigorah watched cautiously. At first, she had doubted the descriptions of the power that Ivy wielded. Their nature and intensity seemed unlikely, impossible. Now, though, she began to reconsider. She was no wizard, but it didn't take a mystic to know that the raw energy she had felt, and the speed at which it was summoned forth, was not the sort of thing to be taken lightly. Against her best instincts, she returned her sword to its sheath. Now was not a time to appear to be a threat.

	"Ivy, look at me. I am not here to hurt you, and I did not hurt your friends," Trigorah said, holding up her empty hands.

	Ivy's narrowed eyes seemed to stare straight through Trigorah.

	"If you didn't, then who did? And why was Lain running from you?" she asked, the anger fading but still strong, and mixed with a healthy dose of suspicion. 

	"Those questions are not mine to answer," Trigorah replied.

	"Don't tell me that! You are one of them! You can't just leave me be! You--" Ivy began to rant.

	"Listen!" Trigorah's ordered.

	Again Ivy froze. Trigorah's voice had the quality of a scolding parent. The forcefulness and authority broke through the emotions. Seizing the opportunity, Trigorah continued.

	"I am not the only one seeking you. In fact, I believe that in pursuing you, I have made myself a target. We cannot squander our time here, screaming at one another. Let me take you someplace away from prying eyes and curious ears. Once we have the benefit of doors and locks, this battle of wills can continue. Until then, I want you to stay quiet, stay calm, and stay out of sight! Understood?" the general commanded.

	Ivy nodded slowly. Any trace of anger was swept away. She felt compelled to comply--not in the unnatural way that Demont had willed upon her, but out of a sort of sudden respect, almost gratitude. It was as though the role of guiding hand that had been left vacant by Lain had, for now, been replaced. And there was something else. There was an air of . . . belonging. As though Trigorah was a piece to a puzzle that had long been incomplete. Something felt right about her leadership. 

	Ivy crouched down into the darkness.

	Trigorah pulled her hood up and made her way quickly toward the street. She'd taken an enormous chance speaking to the unstable creature as she did. Good fortune seldom smiled upon her for long. Carefully, she took up a position on the city street, the opening to the alleyway that hid her prize within sight. If memory served, there was a rather large and quite well-staffed inn that would be able to accommodate her. An elderly man was passing by. Trigorah flagged him down. There was no need to ask the man if he was a veteran. He bore the scars and limp of a man who had fought until the military had no more use for him.

	"You there, soldier," she called.

	He turned and approached her. 

	"No one has called me that for some time, m'lady," he replied.

	"Once in the service of this great land, always. I have a task for you," she said.

	His eyes widened as he saw her face. 

	"You are the general. General Teloran. I am honored beyond words that you would speak to me," he gushed. "In my younger days, I was considered for service in your great Elite! That was before the Tresson swine ruined my leg. I want you to know that not a night goes by that I do not curse the name of that Undermine captain who took so many of them from you."

	Trigorah raised a finger to halt the torrent of adoration. 

	"Noted and appreciated, soldier, but there is a matter of grave military importance that requires speed, tact--and, above all, discretion. Do you know the inn a few streets away?" she asked.

	"Palin's House of Ale?" he asked.

	"Precisely the one," she replied. "In a moment, I will be transporting a prisoner there for questioning. Go now and see to it that a suitable room is ready for me when I arrive. A stout door, locks on the inside, and no windows. We shall arrive by the back door. The way to the room should be free of prying eyes."

	"It is an honor to serve the crown once more, General," he replied, turning and heading off as quickly as his infirm legs would allow.

	Trigorah made her way swiftly back to the alley. The creature was standing in the shadows. The lack of the unnatural aura about her proved that she was, mercifully, still calm.

	"When I say so, we are going to cross the road into the opposite ally quickly and quietly. Then I will lead you to a door and into a room inside. You will be silent until I say you can speak," Trigorah instructed.

	Ivy nodded. As Trigorah waited tensely for the old man to make the preparations, she watched Ivy closely. The creature was shifting uneasily from foot to foot, her eyes locked on the alley across the way. The box she held was hugged close to her chest. A few more moments passed.

	"Why are we waiting?" Ivy whispered.

	"Just wait. If we move too soon, the way won't be clear," Trigorah said.

	Ivy nodded. Trigorah judged that the time was right. 

	"Now," she ordered.

	"Not yet. Wait," Ivy said, her voice hushed. 

	"I said--" Trigorah began scold.

	Ivy ignored her, stepping further into the shadows. A moment later, Trigorah finally heard the crunching footsteps Ivy's sensitive ears had. She too ducked back further. A large, shabbily-dressed man lumbered by, dragging a crystal-tipped halberd. He paused briefly in front of the alleyway.

	"I know him," Ivy breathed almost silently. There was a shiver in her voice and a wisp of blue light.

	"Steady," Trigorah warned.

	The lumbering figure continued. Trigorah watched as he vanished from sight. Epidime. Fortune had run out sooner that she would have liked. Suddenly, there was a motion beside her. Ivy bolted. Rather than call after her with an order that would certainly be ignored and likely draw Epidime's attention, she held her breath and prayed that she had learned some of Lain's accursed stealth. As she watched, she saw movements that could scarcely have been learned. Long, graceful steps, planting surely despite the icy stone. Soon she was deep in the far alley, gone from sight. Hiding. 

	Trigorah edged closer to the opening of the alley. Epidime was a fair distance away, and moving further. Stepping lightly, she too made her way across. It turned her stomach not to face him and proclaim her victorious capture of Ivy, but the creature was anything but securely in her grasp at the moment. If she could milk just a drop of information out of her, not only Ivy but the other Chosen too could be her prize. The other generals would have no recourse but to allow her to take her rightful place at the front lines then. Even Bagu would have to relent after having the renegade warriors delivered directly to him.

	"Did I do good?" Ivy asked eagerly.

	Trigorah shrugged off the odd reaction of the creature and silently led on. The tavern was just a short way ahead, if she remembered correctly. As she walked, she began to gather her questions to mind, readying her techniques. Her instinct screamed warnings about the sudden compliance, even devotion her prisoner was showing. It warned about Epidime and what treachery he may have in store. Nothing could be done for now to deal with such concerns. They were noted and brushed aside. The sound of boisterous laughter and loud conversation heralded the approach of the only building in this part of town that didn't seem deserted or rundown. She stepped up to a sturdy wooden door and gave it a push. Sure enough, it was not latched.

	The pair stepped in quietly, closing and latching the door behind them. Inside, the heady aroma of spilled ale and roasting meat momentarily distracted Ivy. Her eyes lingered on the door at the far end of the long, dim hallway. She longed to be on the other side. Badly, she wanted to taste and smell and hear and see what was behind that door. A firm hand on her shoulder snapped her back to attention. There was one door open. It led to a large but virtually empty room. The place was nearly the size of a small banquet hall, but there was but a table and a pair of chairs to be found inside. They slipped in.

	Trigorah drew the bolt on the door and tested its strength before turning to Ivy. The malthrope was already seated, placing her box carefully on the ground before folding her hands and smiling like an overachieving student. The general tried to work out what possible reason the creature might have for the complete reversal of trust. Before her escape, they were in the process of re-educating her. Demont had claimed that the process was not complete, but that a few safeguards had been put in place. Perhaps this was one of them reaching the surface. Regardless, best to take advantage while it lasted.

	"Now, where are the others?" Trigorah asked.

	"I . . . I was afraid they died, but you saw it happen, and you still want to know where they are, so I guess they are still alive. I don't know where. Do you know what happened to them?" Ivy asked. As she spoke, her nervousness melted away completely, as though she felt she was speaking to a friend.

	"It is my belief that they and several others I fought were decoys," Trigorah said.

	"Yes. Yes! Ether made a bunch of decoys. She said that she was the real one and that I should follow her . . . she was lying," Ivy said, her voice intensifying.

	"Never mind that. Where were you heading before you split off? Why were you in Verneste?" Trigorah asked quickly, hoping to sidestep the angry realization that she had been betrayed. 

	"Um . . . Well, his sword broke . . . I broke it, I think. We were heading south. Lain wanted me to be safe, so he was taking me there, but he needed to get his sword fixed before we went to Tressor," Ivy said.

	"So Lain is in league with the Tressons," Trigorah said. It was a suspicion she had long held, and one that fueled much of her disdain for him.

	"Well, he has friends down there. They owe him favors, I think," she said.

	"Would he continue south without you? Does he seek something else there?" Trigorah pressed.

	"I don't think so. He was only going there so that he wouldn't have to worry about me when he tried to end the war," Ivy explained.

	"How does he intend to do this?" Trigorah asked.

	". . . I don't know. But he is going to do it. He's amazing," Ivy nearly gushed.

	Trigorah suppressed a wave of anger at the hero worship. 

	"Do you suppose that he will realize you are gone?" she asked.

	"Of course!" Ivy said.

	"And he will come for you?" Trigorah said.

	Ivy nodded vigorously.

	"And the shapeshifter?" continued the general.

	"Um . . . yes," came the answer, dejectedly. "She won't leave Lain alone." Ivy looked to and fro before adding in a conspiratorial whisper, "She likes him."

	"And Myranda. Is it true that she--" Trigorah began to ask.

	"SHE'S NOT DEAD!" Ivy retorted before the accusation was even made. "Everyone says she's dead, but I talked to her. I know she's still alive, and Lain knows it, too."

	This was new. And if it was true, it would change things considerably, but something about her defensiveness made Trigorah believe that this was the wishful thinking of a naïve mind. Still, it was worth noting.

	"Very well. Tell me about Ether. What types of things can she do?" Trigorah interrogated. The others had only the vaguest of details about the mystical creature, and the ability to produce duplicates had never even been considered.

	"I don't know. Lots of things. I don't want to talk about her," Ivy objected. "Don't you want to know about me? I can do plenty of things, too!"

	"The shapeshifter," Trigorah ordered.

	Ivy grumbled and crossed her arms.

	"No!" she pouted.

	"This is not a game, Ivy. Do as I say," Trigorah warned forcefully.

	"But . . . fine. She can turn into fire and water and all of that. Also, anything she touches she can turn into, and sometimes it takes a while. She gets tired quick because she overdoes everything, and . . . um, she hates crystals. One of the . . . ." She paused. ". . . teachers, shoved a crystal into her chest and she would have died if I didn't save her. What I did was--"

	"We will discuss you later. First finish telling me about Ether. Do crystals always work? Does she have a defense against them?" Trigorah said, refocusing the purposefully wandering mind of Ivy. 

	She grumbled again. 

	"No. I don't think so . . . wait. Yes. She turned into one of the silver crawling things that had a crystal right on its head and it didn't bother her at all. So, uh . . ." Ivy began.

	"If she takes the form of a creature immune to that attack, she inherits the immunity as well," Trigorah deduced.

	"Yes . . . I guess. Are we done with her?" the creature nearly pleaded.

	"Very well. What would you have me know?" Trigorah relented. This was the most surreal interrogation she'd ever performed. In the alley, it had been like trying to juggle a tinderbox and a torch, and now it was like humoring a child that was starved for attention. She was beginning to wonder how much of the information she pulled from this damaged mind could be trusted.

	"Well, I can play music, and I can dance, and I can sing, too. Do you want to hear?" Ivy babbled. 

	"Now is not the time for that. Where did you learn such things?" Trigorah asked. Certainly it hadn't been a part of the education they had given her during her development.

	"I don't know how I know, I just know. And I am very good. Watch!" Ivy said, pulling the box from the floor suddenly and beginning to open it.

	Before the latches could be undone, Trigorah's sword was at the ready.

	"Stay your hands," she warned. 

	Ivy flinched, startled.

	"Hey! I was just going to play the violin for you!" she scolded.

	"Creature, as long as you are cooperative I will permit you to behave as you wish, but do not forget that you are my prisoner. Trust is acceptable, but obedience is mandatory. I am not your friend. I am your captor," Trigorah growled, her blade's point held a whisper away from Ivy's throat.

	"You wouldn't hurt me," Ivy said dismissively.

	"I will do what I must to achieve my ends. Consider this your last warning," Trigorah said with finality.

	The general was accustomed to loyalty, obedience, and fear. She would not be dismissed. 

	"But we are supposed to be friends. Don't you feel it, too? You and I are supposed to help each other," Ivy said, confused by the threatening action.

	"No. You only believe that because of something that was done to you while you were being created," Trigorah seethed. Her logic screamed for her to stop, to weather this behavior. She could not bring herself to heed the warnings.

	"Oh, what do you know? I mean, look at that ugly thing on your arm. Who would wear that?" Ivy said, in the same infuriating tone, pointing to the outstretched arm that held the sword.

	Trigorah looked to the bulge under her sleeve that Ivy had indicated.

	"You will not mock my band," Trigorah said, pulling back the sleeve to reveal a gold band engraved with runes clasped tightly about her upper arm. "This band was presented to me before I swore allegiance to the four generals. It represents my honored position at the head of the great army of this great land. The day I remove it is the day I forsake my superiors and forsake my kingdom. It has not left my skin since the day it was given."

	Ivy twisted her head to try to get a better look at the runes.

	"To quench the flames and dim the light? What does that mean?" Ivy asked, perplexed.

	"What foolishness are you saying?" Trigorah hissed.

	"That's what it says. There are other runes after it but that is what the little ones say. You mean you didn't . . ." Ivy began to explain, but suddenly she seemed distracted. 

	The creature sniffed at the air, concern quickly turning to fear.

	"He's here," she said, terror beginning to spill off of her again. 

	Trigorah turned to the door. A sudden thunderous blow buckled the hinges. A second splintered them free. As the ruined tatters of door collapsed into the room, the hulking form of Epidime stepped inside. Ivy cowered behind Trigorah, who slowly sheathed her weapon.

	"What are you doing!? He will kill us!" she shrieked.

	"You have made a number of very influential individuals very upset, Teloran," Epidime scolded with his characteristic coolness.

	"I have also captured one of the Chosen, something those same individuals could not do. I think that deserves some consideration," she countered.

	"Ah yes. Ivy, as they call her. Demont's pet project. Tell me, how is it you managed to keep from lighting her short fuse for so long?" Epidime asked.

	"Never mind that. It is quite likely that the others are coming, and I do not think it wise to face them here," Trigorah said.

	"Why are you talking to him!? He is evil! We have to go!" Ivy said.

	"Why . . . does this little beast trust you? That is a remarkable feat, General," Epidime admitted.

	"Are you listening to me? We need to get to a more defensible position," Trigorah said.

	Epidime still gazed at the trembling figure of Ivy.

	"You didn't strike me as though you were in any hurry to leave before my arrival. Besides, I doubt we will find a position more defensible than the city," Epidime said.

	"Up until your arrival, I had handled the situation with at least some semblance of tact. We might have escaped notice. And this isn't a fort, Epidime, there are civilians here," Trigorah protested.

	"Collateral damage is a part of war," he replied.

	Trigorah held firm. "You've seen what they can do. The entire city may be destroyed."

	"Acceptable losses," came the logical reply.

	"Acceptable? Hundreds of people would lose their lives for two? We are supposed to protect these people!" the general urged.

	"An end best served by removing this threat to their freedom. Interesting that you are so eager to seek higher ground the moment I arrive. One might almost suppose you have other motives. A less understanding superior might even suspect insubordination. However, that cowering little prototype behind you has earned you the benefit of a doubt or two. Permit me to subdue our present prize. Afterward, I will even allow you to tell me what you have learned, rather than simply taking it from you," Epidime said.

	"What? No! NO!" Ivy cried.

	She tried to run, but with her mind still set on suppressing her emotions lest she ruin this place, she wasn't fast enough. The gem in the blade of Epidime's weapon was brought to bear on her head. A bright, intense flash of light and crack of energy surged forth. 

	A moment later, Ivy dropped to the ground, forced into a deep and unwilling sleep.

	 


Chapter 29

	Not far to the south, Ether released an ear-splitting cry of pain as the attack upon Ivy earned the shapeshifter a punishment of her own. She dropped swiftly to the ground, crying out and clawing at the mark on her head. Far behind, Lain watched the spectacle. For the last few hours, Ether had been leading him like a signal beacon, tracking Ivy through some arcane means, but a gust of wind had brought a trace of her scent to him, and Ether would no longer be necessary. The smell was mingled with others. Hundreds of people. She was in a town. If his sense of direction had not failed him, this was a place called Fallbrook. 

	Two scents asserted themselves above the others. The first was the one that had been missing further south. Trigorah. The other was that of a man he had known as Arden, one he now knew to be General Epidime. Two generals. The situation smacked of ambush, but there was nothing to be done. For a few moments more, he watched the sky ahead. The dawn was throwing a pale gold against the clouds. If indeed the generals were prepared for him, darkness and the shapeshifter would be welcome, if not indispensable, allies. For the moment, it seemed he had neither. The one piece of luck had been the proximity of this place. Ivy must have been trying to find them to have come this far. 

	Any hint of cover had been left behind long ago. Lain was sprinting across open field. His trained mind cataloged dozens of mistakes he was making. From the deep, distinct footprints he was leaving to the proximity of a well-traveled road, he was keenly aware of his carelessness, but time afforded nothing more. His eyes focused on the town ahead, mapping out entrances and exits. Bringing to mind what he remembered of the rooftops and back alleys. Formulating what little of a plan he could. Working out where troops might be hidden, where they might gather and how to evade them. Determining where she would be. No time could be wasted searching. If this was indeed an ambush, he would have to know precisely where she was even before he reached the fringes of the city.

	After a short distance, he found the smoldering form of Ether. She was standing, trying to regain her composure. The state she was in was almost beyond description. It seemed as though she was caught halfway between her stone and flame forms. Veins of fire swept slowly across a black stone body, glowing white-hot and flaring every few moments. 

	As she heard his approach, she turned to him. Her eyes, glowing like two embers, showed a mixture of fear, desperation, and anger. The sight of him was enough to spur her back into the air, the flame finally regaining its full force.

	#

	Ether's cry had not escaped the notice of the generals. Indeed, every eye in the city was turned to its source. The once–nearly-empty streets of the place were now peppered with the residents that the war had spared. Whispers passed quickly through the crowd. Tales had been told of a monster or demon that had spawned chaos in another town not long ago. It had assaulted one of the king's men. Was this that beast? 

	Trigorah and Epidime reached the street a step behind the last patron of the tavern.

	"And you are certain that there are only two coming for her?" Epidime said thoughtfully, unfazed by the growing unrest around him.

	"The shapeshifter and the assassin," Trigorah said. "A force that I hesitate to face without any reinforcements."

	"There will be reinforcements. For the time being, we shall offer up some fodder," Epidime said. 

	The imposing warrior forced his way through the roiling crowd to the center of the street.

	"Attention! The creatures that approach are enemies of the Northern Alliance. You are hereby drafted into the great Alliance Army. Defend this building with your lives!" he barked.

	Fear and doubt turned instantly to pure chaos. Some searched madly for something to arm themselves with. Most ran in panicked mobs, seeking some form of shelter to hide from the carnage that was sure to rain down.

	"Are you mad? These people won't last more than a moment against them!" Trigorah protested.

	"A moment is all that is required," Epidime stated. 

	With that, the general disappeared inside the tavern. Trigorah's eyes were drawn skyward. The air was scorching with the heat thrown off by the form that hung in the air just over the street. The burning white slits that served as eyes for the shapeshifter came to rest firmly on Trigorah. Pitchforks, random debris, and anything else that the maddened crowd could find were hurled fruitlessly at the powerful being. They merely passed through her form, momentarily disturbing it and taking to flame.

	"You. Elf. Bring the malthrope here or perish," came Ether's command.

	Trigorah held her tongue, instead raising her sword.

	"So be it," Ether thundered.

	In the blink of an eye, the fiery form launched itself earthward. The impact threw back the throng that had gathered beneath her. The light from the flames faded and the shapeshifter was hidden from sight by the mob. Trigorah issued swift orders to stand aside, but these were no soldiers. No heed was paid as half of the crowd climbed over themselves to get a taste of combat and the other half scrambled to escape. Hammering footsteps rang out even over the roar of the crowd. The now-stone form of Ether charged effortlessly through them, those who would stop her tossed aside like dried leaves. 

	Trigorah's weapon was expertly placed to block the attack, but the force was like that of a charging bull. Ether heaved a backhand, knocking the blade aside. She gripped the warrior by each arm, pinning them to her body and hoisting her in the air. Helpless, Trigorah was slammed against the wall of the tavern, the wind knocked from her lungs.

	"REVEAL HER!" Ether demanded. 

	The wake Ether had left behind her slowly filled in again as the townsfolk flooded toward her. A hundred hands grasped at her, trying to pry her grip on their beloved general free. 

	Their combined strength barely gave the elemental pause. With another powerful thrust against the wall Ether repeated her demand.

	"REVEAL HER!" she cried.

	"You shall never have her," Trigorah replied weakly, gasping for breath.

	With a cry of frustration, Ether turned, hurling Trigorah into the crowd. The swiftness of the motion scattered the other attackers. 

	"Careful, shapeshifter, I have use for her yet," came the voice of Epidime from above. 

	Ether's eyes shot to the roof of the tavern, where Epidime stood smugly.

	"And I suspect you still have use for this little creature," he said, holding forth a sinewy arm and dangling the limp form of Ivy off the edge by her wrist.

	As his fist tightened around the unconscious creature's wrist, the mark on Ether's head flared. She dropped to her knees. The crowd swarmed over her. Epidime smiled, heaving Ivy's form back onto the roof. He turned, holding his halberd high. A narrow ribbon of white-blue light tore upward. Below, Trigorah was helped to her feet and rushed quickly to the writhing mass of crowd. Whatever had stopped Ether in her tracks would not last long. She had to take full advantage.

	"Stand aside! Quickly!" she ordered, pulling people away.

	Reluctantly, the frenzied crowd began to spread out. Suddenly there was a brief, sharp burst of wind from inside the center of the tangle of humanity. When the crowd had finally parted completely, Ether was gone. The general gripped her weapon tightly. She'd escaped, taken the form of wind. There was no telling where she was, or even if she was still near. 

	"Spread out! If she is here I want her found!" Trigorah ordered. "But do not face her. Leave her to me!" 

	The townspeople swiftly obeyed. Trigorah turned to the roof to see if Epidime had seen where the shapeshifter had gone, but his eyes were fixed firmly on the northern horizon. Knowing it was pointless to ask him, she simply turned to the task herself.

	On the rooftop, Epidime's smile broadened. Several dark forms had appeared on the horizon. He turned to the crowd below. The chaos had died down a bit. That was unfortunate. Chaos always made things more interesting. No matter--more was on its way. For the time being, more fruitful thoughts could be turned to the shapeshifter's reaction to the dangling of Demont's little project. The injury of one Chosen had shown a direct correlation to the pain of another. That was a theorized effect of a betrayal between Chosen, and if there was to be a betrayal, this was the most likely pair. 

	The immediate question was obvious. Did this transfer of punishment extend to the ultimate extreme? If he were to kill the creature at his feet, would the shapeshifter die as well?

	The question was an intriguing one. Logic indicated that it would. Briefly, he considered testing the hypothesis. The thought was quickly abandoned. The only truly sound plan that had been developed for dealing with the Chosen hinged upon all of them being kept alive. For now, he would have to sate his curiosity with a second demonstration of the effect. He looked down on the creature. She was stirring weakly. Impressive that the beast could recover so swiftly. Impressive, but inconsequential, as subduing her once more was simple enough. He inverted his halberd, bringing the blade close to Ivy's head.

	Suddenly there was a clash, and the weapon was nearly knocked from his hand. He regained his grip, but before he could identify the source of the attack, a second came. The bite of a blade stung his arm with force enough to rob a lesser man of the limb entirely. He merely jerked his arm free and turned to see who had wielded the offending weapon. It came as little surprise that it was Lain who stood before him. Now prepared, the assassin's next two attacks were blocked.

	"The shapeshifter, this monstrosity here, and now you. That makes three Chosen in one place. I must take care to stay on my toes, lest I bring about something prematurely," Epidime quipped cryptically. 

	Lain paid no heed, instead hurling attack after attack at the general. Epidime proved more than able to deflect them despite the gaping wound in his arm. 

	On the ground below, Trigorah was drawn from the alley she was searching by the sound of combat on the tavern roof. She was about to rush to her current partner's aid when one of the townspeople hurried up to her.

	"What? What is it?" Trigorah demanded.

	"We found her!" cried the villager.

	"Where? Show me!" Trigorah ordered.

	He pointed excitedly down the street. The general rushed off in that direction. She didn't make it two steps. Something caught her foot and she tumbled forward. Before she could turn, the sword was pulled from her hand. When she rolled to face her attacker, it appeared that it was the same random villager, but the truth was all too clear. The now-pointless disguise dropped away quickly, the stone form of the shapeshifter replacing it. With a powerful heave, she hurled the crystal-studded weapon far down the street. A heavy backhand robbed Trigorah of her consciousness. 

	Ether felt a strong need to finish what she had started, but she had a more important task at hand. Ivy was still in their clutches, and so long as she was, her own death was a very real possibility. Her instincts told her to take to the air and surge up to the rooftop, but the wielders of the halberds had proven capable opponents in the past. Better to avoid the risk.

	On the roof, weapon clashed with weapon. Slowly, the damage to the arm was beginning to slow Epidime's movements. Lain carefully angled himself, shuffling inch by inch until he had managed to position himself squarely between the general and his prize. With Ivy safely behind him, the ferocity of Lain's attacks intensified. Epidime shifted his focus to defense. Before long the only attacks thrown were Lain's, and more than a few tasted blood. Despite this, Epidime seemed unafraid, even amused.

	"Such dedication. Such focus. And all for that little thing behind you? What is it that motivates you so? Is it preservation of the species? Or is it something stronger," Epidime mused out loud, as though the battle was the least of his worries.

	Lain ignored his words. The motion near the northern horizon had grown. He knew what was coming. There was no time to waste. He pushed forward, inching Epidime closer to the edge of the roof, limiting his options. 

	"Your composure is remarkable. Single-mindedness can be a virtue. I wonder, though. With such thought devoted to both your next move and mine, do you have any mind left to ask questions? Why does he insist on fighting on my terms when a simple spell would end the battle instantly?" Epidime taunted. "Is he toying with me? Is he stalling me? Is it a test? Part of some larger plan? Tell me, Lain, do these thoughts occur to you at all, or are you just a machine? Just a collection of parts working toward a single goal?"

	Now Epidime could go no further. Snow fell at his heels as he reached the edge of the roof. Lain pushed harder, but the defense of his opponent did not falter.

	"Well. I've got an answer for you. This is all just a pleasant distraction . . . until the real fun begins," Epidime said with a smile. 

	Almost as if on cue, a mixture of cries rose from the streets below. Some were cries of fear, others of excitement. The beating of leathery wings came next. Epidime leapt backward off of the roof, a blur of motion snatching him into the air. Shadows cast by the weak light of morning crisscrossed the ground. 

	Above, dragoyles circled, perhaps a dozen. One by one they landed in the streets and on roof tops, figures dropped from their backs. Some were nearmen, most armed as foot soldiers, but a handful carrying bows. Worse, more than a few carried bundles that seemed to split and multiply when they reached the ground. Cloaks. Dozens of them. Now high above, Epidime climbed to the beast's back.

	"Fetch Demont's other toy. As long as we have her, we have them all!" He ordered.

	The beasts and men alike obeyed immediately, though it was clear that it was not his voice that they obeyed. The gem of his weapon surged brightly before they took to action. A single nearman remained on the back of each dragoyle. The rest rushed the tavern. Ivy was struggling to rise as Lain reached her side. He pulled her to her feet.

	"Can you run?" he asked, eyes trained on the beast that circled nearest. 

	"I . . . don't think so," Ivy slurred.

	Three dragoyles now flew in a tight ring overhead. Lain silently weighed his options. He had his sword, two daggers, and nothing else. He couldn't fight them all off and protect her. Ivy was wavering. He could not carry her and hope to escape. There were no other options. 

	The creatures made their move. Two converged on Lain, the third lunged for Ivy. Lain dove toward her, grabbing her and forcing her out of the path of the attack. They rolled to a stop at the sloping edge of the roof. The two creatures collided, the first losing its rider, the second crashing to the roof. The beast that would have had Ivy instead struck the roof full force. Half-rotten shingles shattered. Ancient support beams groaned. 

	In an instant, Lain was on his feet. He took a dagger in his hand. These creatures had a weakness. Desmeres had learned it. The riderless creature dove to the street. Another thrashed wildly on the rapidly failing roof. One was on the verge of recovery. Its inhuman rider croaked a command in an unnatural language. The creature opened its mouth, ready to heave a breath of wretched black miasma at the heroes. A flash of steel later and the dagger was deep in the beast's throat. It released an earsplitting shriek, hacking and sputtering the corrosive breath on roof and rider. 

	Before any of the other beasts could mount an assault, Lain threw Ivy across his shoulders and leapt to the neighboring roof. As the stricken creature behind him seemed to come apart at the seams, oozing gouts of the horrid black poison, the ailing roof finally gave way, taking its occupants with it. 

	Lain's leap fell just short of its target and he collided painfully with the lower roof's edge. He held his grip, though barely, and dangled over the alleyway, which was now little more than a sea of nearmen and cloaks. The latter creatures swept high into the air, pitch-black talons manifesting from the empty cloth and clawing at Lain's legs. 

	In the streets, the last of the villagers abandoned the fight, running for the outskirts of the city and any shelter that could be found. The reinforcements called in by Epidime gave little consideration to the fleeing villagers, intent only on reaching their target. Only the unconscious body of Trigorah received any thought, a dragoyle swooping down and depositing her on the back of the creature ridden by Epidime. The general was watching with interest as Lain struggled to pull himself to the ledge when the stricken form of his partner was delivered.

	"What is this? Interesting. That shapeshifter must still be about," Epidime said. His detached coolness persisted, as though through all of this he remained a casual observer. "I suppose I should flush her out. Now would be an unpleasant time for a surprise."

	Ivy dizzily opened her eyes again, the leap having disoriented her. The sight before them shocked her to full consciousness. Just a few dozen feet below was a veritable ocean of nearmen and cloaks. She scrambled to get a grip on the ledge, pulling herself up as the blue aura quickly enveloped her. Had she not been so recently subdued, she would have been pushed over the edge already. For now, though, the terrified creature fell to a seat on the roof, her eyes darting up at the dawn sky speckled with more dragoyles than she'd ever hoped to see. 

	Lain pulled himself up behind her, screaming orders as he did.

	"Stay down!" he commanded.

	The words were far away, lost to Ivy in the cries of nearmen and shrieks of dragoyles. Lain ran to her, his eyes locked on one beast in particular that dove toward her. Time seemed to slow as the beast and the hero raced to their prize. Lain reached for his last dagger. There was no time to aim, no time to wait for an opening. He let it fly. The weapon soared heart-stoppingly close to Ivy, nearly grazing her ear. It met its target, plunging deep into the creature's hollow right eye socket, driving itself hilt-deep into the beast's skull. It screeched and veered away, the groping talons missing their mark. Instead of snatching her up into the air, the flailing claws raked down her arm. She cried out as she was thrown to the shingles. As she did, a second cry joined in agonized harmony.

	The windy form of Ether launched up from the alley below. She had been among the creatures, silently striking them down as the others blindly fell over each other to reach the heroes above, but the time for that had passed. The force of her surge from below dragged cloaks and nearmen alike up behind her. Two more beasts dove at her allies. 

	Lain drew his sword and carved a long gash down the side of one, but the second was beyond his reach. Its claws clamped down on Ivy's shoulder. She was jerked into the air, screaming in pain and fear. The blue light about her was almost blinding, but it began to falter.

	"We shall have none of that today, little prototype," Epidime remarked from his perch atop a nearby dragoyle, the gem of his weapon shining bright as he closed his will about her, flexing his potent spell again.

	It snuffed away the aura, but only just. Ivy still struggled and screamed. In an instant, Ether was streaking to her, crying out as the pain inflicted on her ally was meted out as punishment upon her. 

	"Archers!" Epidime ordered.

	Instantly, there was the twang of a dozen bow strings, but Ether paid no mind. She knew that arrows would have no effect on her. A sudden, searing pain tore through her, quickly surpassing that which her mark had dispensed and more. Her eyes turned to the radiant tip of an arrow as it tore through her windy form. Those blasted crystals. They'd tipped the arrows with them, just as some of Bagu's soldiers had! Ether was forced to waste precious time dodging the onslaught, but it was not long before she was back to her task, the skill of the bowmen woefully inadequate to properly strike her. A moment later she had reached her target. Epidime was not blind to this. He had planned for such a case. Ether shifted to stone the moment she was above the dragoyle, smashing down on the creature's back and knocking the rider to the ground far below. She then set about clawing and hammering at the black beast, its dark blood staining her hands.

	"Release her!" Epidime ordered.

	The dragoyle clutching Ivy obeyed. The hapless creature streaked earthward, her fear quickly taxing even the considerable efforts of Epidime's spell. Ether leapt from the dragoyle's back, plummeting like the stone she was before shifting again to wind. She swept around Ivy, slowing and guiding her descent. The young hero was scarcely comforted by this, the dizzying height and rushing wind doing little to settle her nerves. 

	"Quiet, you fool! You will be on solid ground again in a moment. I've saved you . . . I . . . I have saved you!" Ether began, suddenly realizing that for the first time since her betrayal she felt not the slightest pain of retribution. Her sin was absolved.

	The respite from the pain was short-lived. Carrying her fellow Chosen slowed her and brought her back within the range of the archers, and they wasted little time in taking full advantage. The shapeshifter rushed to a rooftop with her precious cargo, but the closer she came, the closer the arrows came. More than one arrow whisked through her, missing the creature she carried by a hair. 

	Below, Lain leapt from roof to roof, staying ahead of the constant barrage of Dragoyles. His sword easily sliced through any nearmen who had made their way to the roof, and the cloaks that flitted about on all sides were too slow to catch him, though only just. Ether spotted him and hurried to the same roof he was headed to, the bell tower of a church toward the edge of the city. It was by far the highest part of the skyline, well out of reach of the nearmen. He climbed up the side of the tower as quickly as if it had been a ladder, and slipped in one of the windows. Ether swept in soon after, spilling Ivy to the floor.

	"What is going on! Where were you? Why . . . ah!" Ivy began before the shock wore off enough to allow her mind to process the terrible pain in her shoulder.

	"Clear a path. We need to get her to safety," Lain ordered.

	"I've more important tasks at hand," Ether said, turning her eyes to the black form gliding toward them.

	Lain didn't linger to attempt to convince her otherwise. Grabbing Ivy, he leapt down into the stairs of the bell tower and pulled the hatch closed above him, securing it with the brace that hung beside it. A heartbeat later, the walls shook as beasts battered it from all sides. 

	Ivy stumbled and lurched as she was hurried down the stairs. The pain was blinding, but behind it was a vague feeling of violation, like there was an unwelcome presence in her mind. It made things seem far away, like they didn't matter. 

	Finally, they reached the bottom of the tower, spilling into the shadowy main hall of the church. The doorway was directly ahead of them, but Lain pulled back and hugged the wall, pulling back Ivy as he did. This was the sturdiest building in the city, one of the few built entirely of stone and thus one of the few that offered any protection. Below, even over the din of the battle raging outside, Lain could hear the hushed gasps of anxious adults and the terrified wails of sobbing children. He needed to get Ivy to safety. Were he to be seen by the huddled mob below, there would be chaos. He could not afford it.

	#

	Outside, Ether streaked to her target. Epidime soared toward her. Crystal-tipped arrows hissed through the air from all angles, but Ether now had no fragile mortal to protect. With the benefit of her full attentions devoted to this single task, the archers failed to graze her with even a single attack. Epidime raised his weapon, the gem in its head burning bright. Ether watched it, carefully measuring its strength, the speed of the movements. The timing had to be right. A moment more and she was near enough. Epidime's weapon came down with tremendous force. The shapeshifter darted upward, the blade slicing through the air before her, just a hair's width from her windy form. Though the physical threat fell short, the mystic influence of the gem reached further, tearing away at her very essence in her most vulnerable form.

	In a flash, the swirling form of her body tightened, drawing in with gale force, solidifying into stone. She dropped down onto the neck of the beast Epidime rode. The creature buckled under the sudden weight, nearly falling from the sky. 

	Epidime attempted a second blow, but Ether caught the shaft of his weapon in her stony grip. For the first time since the fight had begun, concern came to Epidime's eyes. With strength unnatural for even his massive frame, he attempted to wrench the halberd from her grip, but it held fast, her strength more than a match for his. Without a word of command, the creature they rode dove earthward, landing in the streets. Ether could feel the grip of her foe slipping with each tug, the core of his power wavering with each mighty pull. 

	There was no doubt now. Without the halberd, Epidime was nothing.

	"Such a pathetic thing!" Ether spat as she felt victory near. "There is nothing to you at all. You rely on an artifact, a tool for your power? How could you have even imagined defeating a product of the gods with such a weakness?"

	"A great thinker once said," Epidime began to quote, in a feeble attempt to maintain the cool demeanor that had until moments ago defined him, "wise is the man who focuses on an enemy's weakness, but dead is a man who ignores its strength."

	A flash of the gem stunned Ether only briefly, but it was enough for the hoard of nearmen and cloaks who had gathered unnoticed around the battleground to capitalize. Ether's formidable stone form was nothing against the hundreds of grasping claws and clanking swords that rained down upon her. She fought valiantly to finish the task at hand, but the sheer numbers that pulled at her were too great. She was dragged into the writhing mob, her claw-like fingers carving long gashes along the back of the dragoyle before they too vanished among the crowd. 

	 


Chapter 30

	Lain led Ivy around the edge of the walkway that circled the top of the main hall. The injured creature was fighting back tears valiantly. The presence in her head had suddenly dropped away, and the full weight of the events of the last few minutes was once again resting entirely on her harried mind, but she managed to keep her silence and quell the fear that gripped her. 

	There were small windows lining the top of the wall just below the ceiling around the perimeter of the hall, two large stained glass windows at either side of the walkway, and one great stained glass masterpiece between them. The duo edged toward the large window at the end of the walkway. It had broken long ago, the bottom of it replaced with planks of wood. If they could pull one aside, they could slip out and down the front of the building. Of course, there were more trying obstacles than a mere plank of wood blocking their path. 

	The creatures that had seen them enter still threw themselves at the tower. With each rhythmic assault, the walls shuddered. Before long, the bell tower would collapse. Worse, a large portion of the ground troops had been drawn by the dragoyle's attacks. They hammered on doors and shattered low windows. The people inside screamed for mercy. They had yet to see Lain or Ivy inside, and knew not why these beasts and men now threatened to tear their sanctuary down. All they knew was that an army of monsters had descended on their homes. There was a mix of abominations and soldiers tearing through the city, bringing all of the destruction of the war to their very doors. 

	Lain motioned for Ivy to stay where she was. She obeyed while her defender crept up to the window, evading the light it cast. Behind, Ivy huddled in the corner, cradling her wound. She was every bit as terrified as the people below her, but she couldn't allow it to show. She buried it deep within her. Even a wisp of fear reaching the surface would stir up her aura and they would be seen. Lain didn't want that, so it must not happen. 

	#

	Epidime grinned, keeping a watchful eye on the chaos as he abandoned the back of the injured creature and summoned down a fresh one. His caution proved justified. No sooner had he taken to the air than the whole of the mass of attackers seemed to rise up. A black form could just barely be seen beneath them. An instant later and it surged up, sending the attackers hurdling helplessly through the air, raining down all around. In the center of the eruption was a dragoyle, but it was not like the others. A silvery tone was mixed with the black hide, and a brilliant white light shown from the hollows that should have held eyes.

	Ether wasted little time. With the massive strength inherent to her new form, she trounced the foes foolish enough to venture near her, then took to the sky. Epidime would not escape this time. A silent command pierced the minds of the army of creations as her foe attempted to put distance between himself and her raging new form. Every nearman, every cloak, and every dragoyle moved as one, turning instantly to the new target. 

	The shapeshifter drew in a deep breath of air and heaved out a great cloud of miasma, blanketing the scattered forces below her in the caustic mist. As dragoyles swept in, she spat a second cloud of it in their direction. The beasts were unaffected, though the riders cried out in their unnatural language before falling to the ground below. Whereas before the creatures would have fetched a new rider, it seemed now that Epidime had taken a more direct role in controlling them, as they remained focused on Ether even in the absence of the guiding hands of their riders. 

	No matter. The shapeshifter had spent an eternity learning how best to use every aspect of a form, and even in the mere moments that she had occupied this shape, she was every bit as capable as the beasts she faced. What's more, she had the benefit of a more than rudimentary intelligence, something that her foes lacked. 

	The first of the creatures clashed with her, but its attack was smoothly evaded. Ether then countered, choosing her attack carefully. A single blow separated the creature's head from its body and both tumbled earthward. The entirety of the remaining dragoyles swarmed around her. Ether's skill with this form was more than formidable, but the volume of attacks was greater than she could withstand. 

	Rather than be overcome as she had before, she darted away. The others followed. The shapeshifter wove through the air as gracefully as this form would allow.

	#

	The constant rain of blows that pummeled the church from all sides died away suddenly and completely as the creatures were commanded to protect their master. Lain silently forced aside a board from the window and peered outside. The creatures, all of them, were distracted chasing one of their own, and it didn't take long to understand why. For once, the shapeshifter had used her powers wisely. He turned to help Ivy to the window.

	Lain grabbed her good arm and guided her to her feet. The blood loss was beginning to affect her, and she had to fight to keep her balance. Her eyes were heavy. If something was not done about her wounds soon, she would lose consciousness. Death would soon follow. 

	She stumbled, nearly falling. Lain stopped her, but in the silence left by the departure of the attackers outside, it did not go unheard. In a flash, the hushed and huddled townsfolk below began to clamber anew in fear and anger. In the darkness below, the bolder villagers took up lanterns and headed for the stairs to the walkway. 

	Quickly, Lain widened the opening. Time was against them, and there was no use being quiet anymore. When it was large enough to crawl through, he tried to lead Ivy onto the narrow ledge beyond. Her head no sooner peeked out of the ruined window than a whiff of icy air and a glimpse of a dizzying height brought back her senses and the memory of dangling high above the city just minutes ago. She pulled back, refusing to face the drop again. The bang of a door being thrown open startled her. As Ivy turned toward the sound of approaching footsteps, Lain took matters into his own hands. Throwing Ivy over his shoulder, he hurled himself out of the opening, catching the ledge and dropping down as gently as he could manage. 

	It was not gentle enough, unfortunately. Ivy cried out in pain as they struck the ground. Heads peered out of the broken window above. Lain could fairly feel their gaze. They had been seen. Both of them. He turned and fixed his eyes on the horizon to the west. He had to escape, find shelter, and attempt to bind Ivy's wounds. It might already be too late. 

	The injured creature was muttering incoherent scoldings about being careful and warning her when he did such things. The assassin thrust aside all he'd taught himself to do, all that had become second nature to him. There was no time for stealth. There was no time for caution. The last real hope for his kind was fading away. That could not be allowed to happen. Not while he still drew breath. 

	#

	High above, Epidime watched as Ether weaved between buildings, over roofs, through arches. The other dragoyles, clumsy by comparison, crashed into walls and collided with one another. A thought came to mind, causing him to turn his eyes to the ground. Beside the now-collapsed form of his former mount was the weakly stirring form of Trigorah. When a glance upward confirmed that the shapeshifter was distracted at the other side of the town, he guided his beast earthward. Casually dismounting, he fairly sauntered up to his ailing ally and watched her struggle to her feet.

	"The shapeshifter . . ." Trigorah warned.

	"She has her hands full at the moment. I am surprised at you. You aren't one to be so easily fooled. And I should know," he said.

	"Save your mockery . . . what about the others?" she asked.

	"Last I left them, they were holed up in the church," he said. "Demont's little project is wounded. They won't be hard to follow."

	"If you think Lain will be easy to follow, then you learned nothing from me. He has skill enough to overcome any handicap. You need to find him before he leaves the city," Trigorah warned.

	"The cogs are already moving in that regard. I will see to it personally just as soon as the more immediate threat can be dealt with. Ether's power concerns me and . . . do you feel that?" he said, suddenly distracted.

	Trigorah held her aching head. "I felt nothing. Where is my sword? If you won't find him I will do it myself."

	"I may have dallied too long. It is time for you to retreat. I cannot risk having you here right now. Not under these conditions," he decided suddenly.

	"Not while Lain is so near. And not while you face three Chosen," Trigorah countered.

	"I would reason with you, but I really haven't got the time, and this is a precaution I am afraid I simply must take," Epidime said.

	In one smooth motion, he raised his halberd and struck the still-weak Trigorah. The blow was accompanied by a flash of the halberd's gem, betraying a spell that was no doubt intended to ensure that the strike had its desired effect. 

	His fellow general dropped back to the ground. A silent order went out to the fastest remaining dragoyle. As he mounted his own beast, the second pulled away from its pursuit, snatched up Trigorah, and turned north, disappearing into the distance. Epidime soared high into the air. It didn't take long before he spotted Lain. The fool was carrying the injured creature across his shoulders, running in plain sight. He swept down after the pair, but the leathery beating of wings drew his attention. Behind him, the dragoyle form of Ether was closing in on him. He managed to evade her, but the five dragoyles that pursued her were another matter. They were far more focused on catching their prey than avoiding this obstacle or any other. 

	Just as Myn had in her final battle, Ether used the trail of single-minded beasts as a battering ram. No fewer than three of them collided with him, the whole tangle of creatures falling to the ground like a stone. Now that only two remained, Ether could easily dispatch them, and she did so in mere moments. Circling to the ground, she eyed the mound of shattered dragoyle suspiciously as she resumed her human form.

	"I cannot abide by that form. It is not without its usefulness, but I feel soiled by it," she hissed, confident that her job was done.

	Her confidence, so often her downfall in the past, was again misplaced. As she approached the pile, a small portion of it stirred. Epidime pulled himself from among the broken bodies. Impossibly, the fall that had shattered the almost supernaturally hearty monstrosities had spared him. He was much the worse for wear, to be sure, as one arm hung limply at his side and an ankle was turned hideously inward. As he struggled free, however, his arm twitched, moved, and apparently recovered. He didn't even seem to notice the ankle until he tried to step on it. A moment later and he corrected the twisted limb. 

	"What are you?" Ether growled.

	"For now? Human," Epidime croaked, his voice faltering.

	He hacked and coughed, a pink mist of blood splattering his chin as he did so.

	"In a moment, you will be nothing," Ether threatened, taking on her stone form and charging at him.

	#

	Lain had heard the collision and watched out of the corner of his eye as the broken mass had fallen. Perhaps Ether had defeated the general once and for all. Unlikely. All that mattered was that she had occupied him. There was a chance that he could escape. The edge of the town, and the field that lay beyond, was only a few hundred paces away. It was far from safe, offering little cover, but that was a blessing as well as a curse. Once he was outside of the city, he could at least be sure that no foe was lurking out of sight. If he could just reach it. 

	In the shadows, a whisper of motion caught Lain's eye. Then another, and another. He redoubled his efforts, pushing himself as hard as his weary, battered body would allow. 

	With a chorus of screeches, the shadows themselves seemed to leap out at him. Claws swiped at him from all sides as cloaks, still sizzling from the dose of miasma Ether had doused them with, flooded the street. One of the creatures caught his leg and he tumbled forward. By the time he regained his footing, he was completely surrounded by what was left of Epidime's ground forces. They floated and flitted around him, sweeping in to slash with their phantom claws. He stood over Ivy and drew his sword, knowing that these moments of delay might be the mortally wounded creature's last. 

	The way in which the creatures attacked, holding back and jutting in briefly to swipe at him one at a time, had been a blessing in the past. It had allowed him to pick them off slowly and to bide his time for an escape. Now, though, he needed to hold his ground, to destroy every last one of them--or, at least, disable them . . . and fast. The intermittent swipes now came frustratingly slowly. It was almost as though they were purposely wasting time.

	Ivy groaned weakly. Lain sliced through another cloak. He breathed in long, greedy breaths, the frigid air burning at his lungs. The motions of his body and the sword were an afterthought, something akin to a reflex. As he fought, his mind worked feverishly to plan out his escape--where to run, how to treat Ivy's wound. There would be no room for error. Another slash, another foe fell. The fact that Ether had ravaged the beasts so badly was more than a blessing--it was a rare stroke of luck that made victory possible.

	#

	Just a few streets away, the shapeshifter's clash with Epidime was growing ever more intense. Ether knew that she'd spent most of the strength she had left. If she didn't end this quickly, she was not certain she would last. Epidime, however, seemed inexhaustible. His body seemed to be failing, but the mystical creature knew that the real threat came not from his body, but from his spirit, and it raged just as intensely as it had at the beginning of the battle. Despite this, he was limiting himself. His blows seemed as carefully measured as they were well-placed. Ether avoided most and blocked the rest, but she knew that he would not behave in this way unless he had good reason. His motivation, however, remained a mystery to her, and that concerned her.

	His halberd swung in a slow, wide arc, forcing her backward. He then quickly circled around her, deftly avoiding a diving attack from his opponent. Ether's fatigue was beginning to show. Her attacks were becoming more frequent, and had the air of desperation that he had been waiting for. He shuffled a few more steps, watching with a grin as she adjusted her stance to compensate. Perfect. In a lightning motion, he thrust his weapon forward, unleashing a blinding lance of energy that struck her squarely in the chest. The force of it launched her like a comet, trailing energy and shattering through the wall behind her.

	#

	Hearing a distinctive crackle, Lain crouched and gathered up his precious cargo, rolling aside a mere fraction of a moment before the wall that had served as the backdrop for his battle thus far burst toward him. He rolled to a stop with cloaks on all sides. One grabbed each arm. Another grasped him about the throat. He struggled briefly, but their grip was too strong. In the rubble beneath the gaping hole in wall, the form of Ether rose. She was riddled with cracks, barely holding together. As the last pieces of debris from the explosion of force fell to the earth, Epidime stepped through the hole he had made. He looked about at his handiwork, smiling at the mound of rubble and the flicker of shattered lanterns from a nearby storefront.

	"You should thank me. It is an important lesson in the art of war I have taught you today. Victory in a single stroke takes as much planning as power," Epidime mocked.

	A sudden and swift move from Lain quickly wiped the smile from his face. The assassin caught the edge of one of the cloaks restraining him with his foot and pulled his arm free. He then managed to force the second one backward into the pool of burning lamp oil from one of the shattered lanterns. It took quickly to flame and screeched through the air for a few moments before fluttering to the ground, motionless. In the distraction, Lain managed to regain his sword. 

	The other cloaks, and a handful of surviving nearmen who had finally managed to navigate the city to their prey, began to descend on Lain, but Epidime stopped them with a thought.

	"Listen, Lain. I know full well that you would sooner die than be taken captive, just as you would sooner give your life than lose that of the delicate creature at your feet. Alas, my orders are quite clear. Until certain criteria are met, you must be captured alive. All of you. Perhaps I could subdue you. Perhaps you could defeat me. Neither could happen before your precious Ivy fades away. That is her very life pooling about your feet. Every drop of blood is one she can't spare. Use your logic, assassin. Let me have her. I will heal her, you will escape. We will both fulfill the more important of our goals. If not, then we both fail," Epidime reasoned.

	"Don't listen to him, Lain. Kill him," Ether ordered. She struggled to remain standing, straining under the weight of her own stony form.

	"She wants Ivy dead. You know that," Epidime countered.

	Lain's weapon lowered slightly. Ivy's eyes were locked on him, glazed and wavering. He drew in a slow, deliberate breath of air, eyes closed. He then exhaled, opening his eyes and tightening his grip on his weapon.

	"So be it," Epidime sighed, raising his weapon for the coming battle.

	He made ready to attack the stubborn hero, but something made him pause. Weapon still at the ready, he swept his eyes across the cityscape around him. A bitter wind was blowing, harder than it had been a moment ago--and then harder still. There was something else. A sensation. A presence. He shifted the halberd and gave the ground a sharp thrust. 

	A wave of black force rippled out from where it met the earth. It flowed across the street in all directions. Just before it reached Ivy, something disturbed it. It parted, like the water in a stream about a stone. As it did, the merest glimpse of something else could be seen, as though a veil had been briefly blown aside by a gentle breeze.

	What followed happened with a speed few could comprehend. The fluttering black mist was drawn up by some unseen force only to be dispelled entirely, vanishing. A flash of light forced all to avert their gaze, and the icy wind surged, seeming to blow in from all directions at once. As Epidime struggled to regain his sight after the blinding flash, he beheld before him a pair of forms. Each was clad in a pristine white cloak, face hidden by the hood. 

	One held the crystal-tipped end of a shattered staff, a bow over one shoulder and a quiver of arrows over the other. The second clutched a crystal in one hand and an odd, twin-bladed weapon in the other. A sadistic grin came to Epidime's face, in his eyes a hint of the darkness that lurked in his soul. 

	"And then there were five," he said, his tone that of a monster unleashed. "KILL THEM ALL! NO ONE SURVIVES!"

	The foot soldiers rushed in, Epidime turning to the opening he'd blasted through the wall moments ago and dashing through it. As he did, he raised his weapon. A ribbon of intense light erupted skyward, splitting above the city and encircling the walls. Instantly, a shimmering barrier coalesced just outside the outskirts of the city. A trio of nearmen followed their master as he sprinted from sight. 

	The staff-wielding stranger rushed to the side of the ailing Ivy. The other turned to the cloaks. A swift thrust of the crystal sent a bolt of light that struck the nearest attacker. In an instant, the cloak turned to glass, shattering as it struck the ground. A second cloak drew near, only to be struck by a second bolt that seemed to unravel the monster, leaving only a pile of frayed threads. A nearman was next, turned to stone by another attack. Behind the defender, the first figure crouched beside Ivy. The half dead creature struggled to focus her eyes on the white-clad form.

	"I told them. I told them . . ." she wheezed.

	The staff was lowered; a hushed voice whispered a few arcane words. Slowly, wounds began to close. Ether, still barely able to stand, dragged herself over to the pair.

	"Finally. Finally more of my own arise," she chanted.

	By the time she reached the others, the street was completely cleared of foes and Ivy was breathing the slow, deep breaths of a healing sleep. The defender turned--first with weapons raised at the approach of the shapeshifter, but lowered them quickly. The unused blade was slipped into the cloak, and the hood was drawn back to reveal a disheveled yet enthusiastic young man.

	"Ether, I presume. I cannot begin to--" he spoke eagerly.

	"Later, Deacon. The wall. We need to escape," the other cloaked figure advised. This voice was indeed familiar.

	As the young wizard nodded and rushed off, Ether's eyes widened.

	"You! How?" the shapeshifter gasped in an unprecedented showing of awe.

	The healer stood, pulling back the hood. There, before Ether, stood Myranda. Lain rushed to her and for a moment their eyes locked. Then each gave a knowing nod. The assassin scooped up the slumbering Ivy and followed in Deacon's path. The shapeshifter, perhaps realizing the look of shock on her face, regained her composure.

	"How can you be here? How did you survive?" she demanded.

	"I'll explain when there is time. Have you much strength left?" Myranda asked with concern.

	"I've more than enough," Ether lied. She attempted to straighten her posture but only succeeded in underscoring her fatigue.

	Myranda was not fooled.

	"I'll help you," she said.

	Ether tried to push the human away, but lacked the strength even to do that. Instead, she slipped back to her human form and leaned heavily on Myranda as they made their way after the others. They didn't get far. Her partner dashed up to her, panting. 

	"It is no good. The power behind the wall is . . . incalculable. I've never faced anything like it. If we want to leave this place, we have to cut off the spell at its focus. We have to stop that wizard from maintaining it," he said.

	A sudden surge of mystic power drew the attentions of the trio. Each had become finely attuned to such things. Without another word, both Myranda and Deacon rushed off toward Epidime. Ether began to follow, but didn't manage more than a few steps before she nearly collapsed. Her limit had been reached. For now, all that she could do was wait. Slowly, she turned and trudged toward the side street just ahead. Lain was waiting there. His sword was held low but ready, Ivy resting on the ground at his feet. Every muscle in his body was tensed, ready to sprint the very moment that the glassy, shining wall ahead was destroyed.

	Myranda rushed into the courtyard ahead. Three nearmen blocked her path as Epidime stood before a mangled pile of defeated dragoyles. He raised his halberd and summoned forth the unholy glow that always accompanied his spells. The mass of ruined creatures before him began to shift and turn, waves of black twisting and crawling over its surface. The pieces rose from the ground, piling upon themselves. 

	Deacon raised his crystal and set his mind to halting whatever it was that Epidime had planned. Myranda waved her staff and a swath of white energy cut across the nearmen. They shuddered and stumbled before collapsing in a flash of light and a burst of dust, leaving only a mound of empty armor. 

	As Myranda turned herself to Epidime, it was clear that precious little had been done to impede the work of their foe. The last pieces of a fiendish puzzle were slipping together. The pieces of the destroyed dragoyles were cobbled loosely into a towering, mismatched titan. The heads had been joined side by side, strung together like beads on a necklace, jaws separated and hanging in a similar strand beneath them, affixed at either end. The limbs were attached end to end, fore and hind legs shuffled with little concern for their proper place, claws affixed one on top of the other until each leg ended in a tapered spike. The shattered pieces of torso were assembled into a mosaic just barely cohesive enough to accommodate the limbs, and the remainder of spare parts curled into a massive, lashing tail.

	"I've never felt a will so strong. The magic, the texture of it . . . It is different. Fundamentally so. There is only one way to end this," Deacon warned.

	He did not need to say any more, Myranda knew what had to be done. As Epidime climbed to his perch atop the hideous beast, the pair that faced him burst into action. So too did their foe. The spindly creature skittered across the ground like an insect, the jagged spikes that served as legs slicing into the hard stone and earth like it was clay. It moved ponderously, in long, slow strides, but the span of the legs and the lashing tail made it seem as though it was everywhere at once. Deacon and Myranda split up, hoping to divide the attention of the creature.

	Deacon stuck close to the buildings. He constantly tried to assault Epidime with spells of every type, but the diabolical wizard shrugged them off or worse, caused them to fade to nothing before they reached him. The beast he rode, if such a thing could rightly be called a beast, turned away from him, aiming its head at Myranda and its tail at Deacon. The disproportionately long appendage struck as though it had a mind of its own, one moment swinging in long slashes, the next gouging like a scorpion. It was faster than he was. Faster by far. Each strike was just barely turned away by a hastily erected shield spell, but the blows cracked it and warped it, as though something about the physical blow affected his magic as well. And the attacks were growing stronger. 

	Deacon knew that if he hoped to gain an edge, he would have to slow it down. Immobilize it. But how?

	Myranda had far greater concerns. The heads, belching out their combined breath, sent great gales of the vile black stuff at her. Deft bursts of wind kept her safe, but the courtyard was quickly filling with the black mist. It pooled in sizzling puddles in the cracks in the street, and every moment there was less and less fresh air to whisk the danger away. The air around her became saturated. She could feel the sting on her skin. The ground was too dangerous. She had to get above it. 

	With all of her strength she leapt into the air, mixing in as much levitation as she could manage. The leap turned into a slow drift toward the rooftops. The cracked and broken heads lunged, trying to snap her out of the air, but she tumbled backward. The creature tried to lunge again, but it stopped and pulled back suddenly.

	Epidime turned to see what held him. One of the creature's legs was embedded in the ground. The ground beneath the other hind leg seemed to slosh aside, losing its substance and parting like a liquid. The dark wizard realized what was next and commanded his creation to draw its leg free, but Deacon acted more swiftly, seizing the altered ground back again into not a mixture of stone and soil as it had been, but solid rock. The legs were held fast. As Epidime leveled his halberd to deal with this newcomer directly, an arrow hissing though the air and gashing his already badly injured arm reminded him of his primary target. 

	The battle was going on too long. He needed to eliminate one of these heroes now. Epidime ordered his beast forward. The head strained and snapped at Myranda, who was readying another arrow. Great plumes of miasma erupted forth, only to be blown in curling clouds back at Epidime. The horrid stuff burned relentlessly at him, but he paid it no mind. Myranda was far too important a target for him to fail now. With a horrifying snap, the monstrosity's hind legs gave way, tearing free and allowing beast and rider to crash forward into the building Myranda stood atop. The weak walls buckled, the ancient roof splintered. 

	Myranda rushed to the edge and dove to the next roof, losing her arrow. She landed on the sloped shingles, falling and struggling to grip the icy roof. Finally, she found a foothold and climbed to her feet, turning to the house that was crumbling beneath the unbalanced creature as it fought to gain footing on now incomplete legs. A flash of motion distracted Myranda. Through the broken roof, she saw a terrified woman scrambling to escape her failing house. Myranda's eyes swept over the town. The black acid was eroding walls, streets, and roofs. The poor people of this town were having their homes destroyed. Their lives were in danger. 

	With bow in one hand and staff in the other, she closed her eyes and opened her mind, drawing hard at the clouds above as she had in her exam in Entwell. With knowledge and purpose guiding the action, not to mention a considerable increase in power, the clouds above darkened and multiplied in seconds. A moment later, there was a crack of lighting and a roar of thunder as a torrent came pouring down from above. Her eyes opened to reveal a terrible storm summoned up in a matter of moments. Water diluted and washed away the wretched black acid.

	"You've come far, Myranda. Quite far," Epidime allowed, taking note of this new display of skill. 

	Myranda ignored the words of her foe and leapt from the roof, rolling to the ground. She could not let him destroy any more of this city. The battle would have to be fought in the open--and finished soon. 

	Deacon wrapped his mind around the lashing tail, crushing his will around it like a vice and, with all of the effort he could muster, manipulating it. He had honed his manipulation skill to a fine edge. He could raise great stones, trees, anvils, but this was by far his greatest challenge. He managed to hold the lashing limb fast, but a will fought against his. He held his crystal out, straining to keep it still but slowly losing the tug of war. With a last, desperate twist, he managed to snare the tail around one of the grotesquely struggling legs still held fast to the ground and anchor it there. 

	Epidime swung his halberd without looking, a blast of black energy slicing through the air toward Deacon. He managed to dodge, and apparently blind to the danger of it, scrambled between the beast's remaining legs, under its head, and back to Myranda's side.

	Lightning danced in the sky above him. Deacon called to Myranda.

	"We won't hit him with a single strike he can see," he affirmed.

	"Fine then. Let us strike at him with a thousand that he can see," she decided.

	The words were cryptic, but they rang clear in Deacon's mind. Myranda drew back an arrow and fired it skyward. It arced upward, nearly disappearing from sight. Deacon then thrust his crystal high, a filament of brilliant light tracing upward until it met the arrow at the peak of its flight. Instantly, a section of the sky turned darker than even the storm clouds. The patch of black spread like a swarm of insects, separating into hundreds, thousands of tiny specks. Arrows.

	The two heroes scrambled for the far end of the courtyard as the first of the rain of arrows struck. They moved in a wave, prickling the earth in an ever-advancing line toward Epidime. He raised his halberd defensively for a moment, but then let it drop. He turned a scornful eye to his foes, who now stood just ahead of where the first arrows had fallen. A handful of the plummeting shafts struck the head of the beast . . . with no effect. A constant stream fell upon him, vanishing just as they struck.

	"Illusions. You would think to deceive me with illusions?" Epidime scoffed, genuinely angered by the simplicity of the ruse.

	A moment later the grimace of anger vanished as an arrow, quite real, drove itself into his shoulder. It was true that the rain of arrows was false, but the one she had fired was not, and it had found its mark. Epidime gazed upon them with a look of calm, almost serenity as he pulled the arrow free. It should have killed him just as countless other attacks should have, but he stubbornly clung to life, a smile returning to his blood-tinged mouth.

	"When will you learn that it will take so much more than you have to defeat me?" he asked.

	Suddenly he began to cough and hack, his whole body heaving with the increasing outbursts. He closed his eyes and steadied himself on the creature's back as he struggled to regain control of his failing body. The sound of something hissing toward him through the air, alas, did not go unnoticed. His mind reached out and slowed the projectile. His free hand rose up and snatched it from the air. He spat and opened his eyes. What he held was the broken head of a casting staff.

	"You threw your staff? Have you so quickly reached the bottom of your bag of tricks that you resort to this act of--" he began. He would never finish his sentence.

	With the target held firmly in the hand of her foe, Myranda turned her mind skyward and drew down the true attack. A blinding bolt of lightning tore from the clouds above and struck the weapon, continuing through the man who held it and the beast he rode. Myranda maintained the state of concentration as long as she could, prolonging the bolt for seconds. All was white around them, in their ears a continuous, deafening roar, like a clap of thunder that would not end. 

	Finally she could manage no more. The lightning flickered away. She opened her eyes. The world was a haze. Even with her eyes firmly shut, the intensity of the lightning had robbed her of her vision almost entirely. There was little left of the beast that stood before them seconds earlier. Less still was left of the man--only a charred husk inseparable from the rest of the ruined rubble and the blackened halberd. 

	Myranda recalled her staff. The crystal glowed white-hot, and the augmented wood smoldered, but her spell had done its work. It had delivered its payload to Epidime and been spared most of the damage. 

	"That was . . . savage . . . and brilliant," Deacon admired, though his comment was unheard, the ringing in their ears easily drowning it out.

	Myranda wished her staff was whole, as the cost of the spell was high enough to leave her nearly for want of the strength to stand. And, yet, she didn't feel as though it was over. Around them, the sudden and complete silence following the thunderous uproar had inspired the bravest of the townsfolk to peek their heads from their shelters. Deacon tugged at Myranda's arm, drawing her attention and pulling up his hood. The wall was down. Now was the time for escape.

	The hero turned to run, but the sight she caught out of the corner of her eye nearly stopped her heart. The halberd's glow returned weakly to the damaged crystal. She turned and saw the weapon rock free of the crumbling fingers of its former wielder and rise high into the air. Myranda's eyes turned to the ground as lighting cast three shadows. One was of the halberd. The second was that of a twisted, unnatural mockery of a human gripping the weapon. The third was that of a young child that had foolishly ventured into the courtyard from his hiding place. Myranda called out to the boy.

	"No! Stay away!" she urged, but she could not hear even her own voice. Surely the boy could not either.

	She looked to the sky, searching for the twisted form Myranda had seen silhouetted below, but there was none. The halberd hung alone, yet a second flash of lightning revealed the three shadows again as the halberd swept to the child's side. She summoned a bright light, prolonging the shadows as she tried to rush to the child. The twisted figure existed only in shadow, but it suddenly grasped the shadow of the boy. The child shook as if struck. 

	Myranda watched helplessly as the boy's shadow was somehow torn free. The boy dropped to the ground, then slowly rose as the twisted shadow replaced the stolen one. The boy reached out and clutched the halberd. Instantly, the look of innocence and fear was replaced by the look of cool, disconnected intellect that Epidime had worn. Indeed, he still wore it. 

	In a smooth, practiced motion with the halberd, Epidime summoned the swirling black form she'd seen Demont step out of. He guided his stolen body through just as Myranda reached it. Before she could do anything, the void in the air snapped shut, releasing a wave of black energy that knocked her to the ground. 

	Deacon was beside her in a flash, helping her to her feet. The air was still ringing in her ears, her vision returning slowly, but what she saw told her that she could delay no longer. People were now flooding out. They did not know what had caused this, why their town had been ravaged. Fear, anger and confusion filled their heads. It was a potent mix, and it needed an outlet. If she and her friends lingered, the townspeople could not be blamed for what they did.

	Deacon and Myranda rushed to the edge of the town. There, Lain had discovered the horses that they had ridden in on and loaded Ivy onto the back of one. Ether was atop the other, and clearly out of her element.

	"The sheer idiocy of using one body to control another . . ." she muttered as she struggled to determine how to guide the horse. 

	"I'll guide the horse, you ride behind me," Myranda said, climbing to the saddle as Ether grudgingly agreed. 

	Deacon climbed to the saddle of the mount that Ivy had been entrusted to. In truth, he displayed nearly as much difficulty handling the steed as Ether, but he managed, and a moment later the group as a whole was off, Lain trailing slightly behind on foot. The clearing clouds were shedding the light of the rising sun upon them, and they could ill afford to be seen. Worse, the rain that had spared the town and offered the means of striking down Epidime had soaked the heroes to the bone. In the bitter cold of the north, that was a swift road to death. Shelter would have to be found--and fast.

	After nearly an hour, shelter was indeed found--in the form of a dense stand of trees tucked in a slight valley. Wood was gathered, a fire was started that Ether quickly took advantage of, and in short order Lain had managed to track down enough prey to provide a meal. As warmth slowly returned to frost-nipped limbs and it became clear that, for now at least, they had not been followed, Ether could hold her tongue no longer.

	"Explain yourself," she ordered.

	Myranda stared pensively at the ground.

	"I think perhaps Myranda needs a few moments. I would be happy to--" Deacon offered helpfully.

	"Are you a Chosen One?" Ether asked.

	"I am not, but--" Deacon attempted to explain.

	"Then do not speak in our presence. Myranda, answer," Ether again demanded.

	"It was for nothing . . ." Myranda said, shaking her head.

	"What are you mumbling about?" Ether snapped, unaccustomed to being so blatantly ignored.

	"He was just a man!" Myranda replied angrily through clenched teeth, tears in her eyes. "Arden and Epidime were not one and the same! I killed the man, but Epidime still lives. I killed him for nothing! Nothing!"

	"The weapon--the halberd. It would appear it houses some manner of entity. It was this entity that was your foe. This Arden fellow was merely the host," Deacon explained.

	Lain watched from the other side of the fire, a knowing look in his eye.

	"I've never taken the life of a human before. Never. And now I do so and it achieves nothing. That poor man had to die because I was too foolish to see the truth," she continued, her voice quivering.

	"Yes, yes. I am sure it appears to you to be a terrible tragedy, but save your emotions for another time," Ether dismissed. "I require an answer."

	"At the risk of angering you further, my esteemed Chosen, I feel that perhaps I could indulge your curiosity while Myranda--" Deacon attempted.

	"I've warned you once," Ether stated sternly.

	"It's all right. I owe them an explanation," Myranda said numbly.

	#

	And so she began to recount the tale, a tale that it is my great hope shall find its way to you as well. It begins where the others believed that Myranda's life had ended, in the lowest level of Demont's personal menagerie. Had I the strength, I would not rest until every last word was recorded. But, alas, the years weigh heavily upon me. You have my word. When next my stylus is put to work, all that remains will be revealed. The truth is too important to be lost to the ages.

	###

	That’s it for the second chapter of The Book of Deacon. There is still is plenty more to read in this anthology, but if you’d like to be kept in the loop on future installments to the series, sign up for the newsletter! And for books in other settings, check out the complete bibliography at the end of this anthology.
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	Foreword

	Although it is almost always the third book of mine that people have read, The Battle of Verril is technically the fourth book I published. After publishing The Book of Deacon, I hadn’t seen many sales and I supposed that people might not be interested in reading a long story by an unproven author. Thus, I wrote a novella called Jade and published it second, predating even The Great Convergence. This was admittedly a bizarre choice on my part, as it is set well after the events of the trilogy, and thus gives quite a few insights into things which might or must happen in The Great Convergence and The Battle of Verril. For better or worse, very few people actually read Jade, and most of those who did, did so after The Battle of Verril. Thus, logic has prevailed and you are treated to The Battle of Verril before Jade in this anthology. 

	 


Chapter 1

	Chronicling the tale of the Chosen is a monumental task, and one that cannot and must not remain half done. If you have read the volumes already written, then you know well the trials that heroes must face. Already, there have been triumphs and there have been tragedies. Friends and allies have been pulled from the jaws of doom, while others have not been so fortunate. Despite these adventures, the truest tests of the Chosen still remain to be told. With these final pages, I shall set that right.

	To do so, I must begin where my last account ended. Myranda, a young and dedicated wizard, had returned. Believed dead by the other Chosen, she swept in to snatch her friends from defeat. When all had been brought to safety, and for a moment things seemed calm, she agreed to share the events of her absence. They began where the others believed that Myranda's life had ended, in the lowest level of the personal menagerie of Demont, a general of the Northern Alliance. The devilish structure, filled with nightmarish creatures, was quickly consuming itself in out of control flames. She held the burning fort together with the strength of her will until she felt her friends escape, then relented, ready for the whole of the structure to collapse upon her, ready for fate to claim her. Fate, it seemed, had other plans. 

	#

	The boards beneath Myranda's feet gave way just as the remaining ceiling over her head did the same. She dropped down into some sort of recess into the floor. Scrambling backward away from the very fort that was coming down on top of her, Myranda’s desperate hands found their way to a metal handle. It was attached to a low door, seemingly carved into the stone of the ground. With only moments to spare, she pulled it open and dragged herself into the blackness beyond. The roar of the structure collapsing on itself rumbled all around her as she clawed her way down the pitch-black tunnel. As she did, the rumble became more muffled, debris settling in above her. She pushed aside the thought that it was burying her alive. So too she ignored the concerns of what this place was and what she might find here. 

	The only thought on her mind was survival--get away from the fire, from the collapse. The rest could wait.

	The fire had taken a greater toll on her legs than she had realized, as several attempts to stand failed. The sound of buckling stone behind her convinced her that it was better to crawl now than to die trying to walk. The smoke from the smoldering debris that had tumbled in behind her continued to burn at her lungs. She crept every inch of distance her body could offer before collapsing. The rumble and roar drifted away as Myranda's body finally reached its limit.

	Perhaps hours, perhaps days later, Myranda's eyes opened to the blackness. The smoke no longer stung at her, but the air was stifling and stale. She coughed and sputtered as she rolled to her back. A sharp pain prompted her to pull something free that was jabbing her in the shoulder blade. As wakefulness fully returned to her, the stillness permitted the concerns she’d brushed away to rush back in. What was this place? If the monstrous creations she'd seen inside the fort were any indication, she shuddered to think of what kind of beasts might be kept in the catacombs beneath. In darkness such as this, her eyes may as well have been closed. Desperate for some form of information, she listened. Nothing. The silence was eerie, oppressive, and complete. Her nose and tongue told only of the acrid residue left from the burning wood, so she was left with touch alone. What it told her confused her.

	The floor was . . . tile. A complex pattern of it, she felt, and skillfully made. She rolled to her stomach again and felt for the wall. It too was of the same intricate tile. Then her fingers came to something smooth, like a strip of metal or glass along the wall. As she ran her fingers against it, there was a white-blue ember of light that silently faded in, terrifying her at first. But as the soft glow of it spread along the strip, splitting and winding across what revealed itself to be an arched ceiling, she realized that she sensed nothing powerful, threatening, or purposeful behind the light. It must have been added simply to illuminate the walkway. Bathed in the glow of the curling ribbon of light that swept and wound its way down the tunnel, she caught her first glimpse of what she'd been feeling.

	It was a mosaic, one that sprawled across every surface of the tunnel, spreading backward as far as the caved-in ceiling behind her, and onward into the depths of the tunnel, further than her dry red eyes could see. Irregularly-shaped pieces of white and black tile gathered together into forms. Some forms seemed to be composed of the black tiles, others of the white, such that every inch of the masterpiece was some part of a creature, interlocked and entwined like pieces of a puzzle, locked in some struggle or dance. The beasts depicted varied greatly, from horses, birds, dragons, and other creatures she knew, to beasts that had no eyes, no legs, nothing that she knew a creature should have. Yet, she knew it was a beast, that somewhere this completely alien form lived.

	With considerable effort, she raised herself to her badly burned legs. Next to where she had been laying, the object that had jabbed her in the back was revealed to be the broken head of her staff. The rest was nowhere in sight. She scooped it up, immediately wishing it was whole again, as she badly needed something to lean on--for now, the wall would have to suffice. 

	As she moved painfully down the tunnel, the images of the mosaic began to seem more familiar. The creatures that had been borrowed for Demont's purposes appeared again and again, changing slightly each time. The dragon she had seen where she awoke began as white and, as she moved on, it appeared again and again--each time with more black mixed in, each time more twisted. Finally, the dragoyle was all that remained. Worse, the shape of a man began to recur, slowly making its way toward the nearmen that she had fought so often. The images chilled her to the bone. To see something she knew corrupted so was one thing; the truly disturbing thing about it was that each successive form was so subtly changed, she might not have noticed the shift at all if she hadn't seen them so close together.

	Dark concerns about the same thing happening in the world around her began to emerge in her mind. There were so many nearmen, fiendish creations that masqueraded as humans. By now, surely the bulk of the army was composed of them. Yet she had only learned of their existence so recently. Did the other soldiers not realize? Did they not care? What other parts of her world were being twisted before her eyes so gradually that she was blind to the change? What were these other creatures? 

	Before long the burning in her mind was as unbearable as the burning in her legs. Ahead was a door; she hurried as best she could toward it.

	When she reached the door, Myranda paused. It bore no lock, no markings. Nothing secured it at all. It was not the way of the D'karon, her enemy, to be so careless. Something was on the other side of the door, something secret enough to bury it deep underground. Surely there was some measure in place to protect it. Of course, none of that mattered. The way behind was blocked. The only choice was to go forward.

	Carefully, cautiously, Myranda pushed the door open. The instant that she did, all of the light behind her vanished. A warmer, orange-yellow light, like that of a torch, took its place. The room before her became illuminated. It took no more than a glance to guess who owned this place. Just as in the laboratory that had fallen behind her, the room was immaculately kept. Thin, leather-bound books lined shelves along the wall in neat little rows. Sketches of this creature and that were pinned to boards and hung with care. A cabinet stood, filled with vials labeled in a placeless language. Everywhere, sheets of paper, neatly lettered with the same unnatural runes, sat in meticulous piles or organized files. If the fort above had been the laboratory of General Demont, craftsman of the horrid creatures, then this must have been his study.

	If it were another time, she might have been fascinated by it all, but she was weary, wounded, and certain that if she remained in this place, she would be discovered. The room was not a large one, and there was but one other door. Best of all, a telltale draft whistling beneath it told her that beyond it lie the outside. Without the wall to support her, Myranda had difficulty navigating the room. She paused briefly to attempt a spell to heal at least some of her injuries. It was a futile gesture. The strength she'd spent holding the fort together long enough for her friends to escape would take days, perhaps weeks to recover, and this was no place to rest. The best she could hope for was to reach her friends. With them by her side, she could at least rest knowing that she would not face the next threat alone. If she was to join them again, she would have to hurry.

	When she reached the door, again she found no security to speak of. She sensed no magic protecting it, though her recent ordeal had dulled her mind at least as much as it had her other senses. She pulled open the door and stepped outside, into the icy wind and biting cold of the north. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of light as she crossed the threshold. The door jerked shut behind her. She threw herself against it, hoping to stop it from shutting tight, but the force of the slam threw her to the ground. She placed her hands on the frozen ground and tried to stand. 

	A clicking sound on either side of the door that had ejected her drew her attention. Two alcoves, one on each side of the door, slid open. From each recess strode a beast that could only have come from Demont's twisted mind.

	The creatures were long and lithe, their bodies not unlike that of a panther. The head, though, looked at best like a collection of cutlery grafted onto the beast. Two pairs of great serrated mandibles clacked together menacingly in the place where a face should have been. A jagged, blade-like horn jutted from the "forehead" of the creature, though the lack of eyes, ears, or anything else that a creature should have robbed the area of any resemblance to a head. Cutting edges ran like stripes along the creature's hide. The beasts could not truly look at her, but each most certainly had its formidable weaponry pointed in her direction.

	Desperation and fear momentarily allowed her to ignore the state of her legs, and she lunged aside as the first beast dove at her. The second galloped off, away from the door. As Myranda rolled to her knees and tried to stand once more, the beast quickly recovered from its missed attack. The two creatures moved as quickly and surely as the cats their form had been cruelly adapted from, and it was mere moments before the first creature was ready for a second attack. The second creature had put a fair amount of distance between them, and now turned, bursting quickly into a full sprint.

	Myranda gathered together the frayed remains of her mind and threw up a meager defense. A pulse of mystic energy fazed the nearest creature only slightly as she sidled over to the door and heaved herself against it. It would not budge. She turned her eyes to the nameless beast that faced her. Jagged, unnatural blades clacked expectantly. She raised her broken staff, but it was a futile gesture. Her spirit was drained. Defeat was at hand. What little strength her aching body could offer was poised to make the victory a costly one. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. Her heart pounded in her ears. As it had so often before in the heat of battle, time seemed to slow to a crawl. Her mind was burning with fear. Her skin tingled. With each passing heartbeat, the sensation grew. This was not fear. This was not anticipation. This was something more.

	With a sound like the very fabric of reality tearing, a slash of light split the air above her, like a bolt of lightning that stopped in midair. Then another, and another. The slashes widened as feathery cracks began to spread out from them, each splitting into finer and finer cracks. In mere moments, what hung above her was like a thorny wreath of pure white light. She closed her eyes against the brightness. A distant cry grew suddenly louder. Even with her eyes shut tight, Myranda could see the brilliant pattern in the air.

	With a tumultuous crash, the light suddenly vanished. Myranda opened her eyes. Before her, in a heap, was a young man with unkempt brown hair in a gray tunic. Beneath him were the twitching remains of a now-destroyed creature. The inexplicable newcomer groaned in pain, and slowly recognition forced its way through shock, fear, and confusion. She knew this man. He was a young wizard she’d met in a place called Entwell. It was a place of learning, tucked away on the other side of a treacherous cave. She’d spent time there, what seemed like a lifetime ago, learning the ways of magic. He had been her teacher, her mentor--and, above all, her friend--but she’d had to leave him behind in that paradise. His name was Deacon. 

	She’d reflected upon their time together more times than she could count in the eternity since she’d left. Now, with no explanation, he had returned, and his appearance had crushed the beast that had been threatening her.

	A thousand questions and a dozen emotions fought for Myranda's attention, but one pressing matter defeated them all: the other creature. Before she could draw breath to shout a warning, a second gash in the sky opened and a small white bag came tumbling out. It landed with a force far too great for its size, directly atop the beast that was only steps away from bringing the unexpected reunion to an all-too-swift end. Thus, in the most unlikely of ways, the crisis was ended.

	Myranda looked down upon her ailing friend. The fall, and more so what he had fallen upon, had taken a rather severe toll on him. He groaned again and rolled to the ground, rising to his hands and knees, then finally, unsteadily, to his feet. Suddenly, his clenched eyes shot open.

	"Myranda!" he cried, as though he had just remembered the name.

	The wizard's eyes darted around; finally, he found Myranda. He rushed to her.

	"Myranda! Heavens above. It is a miracle! Are you well?" he asked, crouching at her side, his own injuries instantly forgotten. "No, no, you are not well at all! My crystal! Where is it?"

	"Deacon . . . Deacon. Deacon!" Myranda called, finally with enough of her wits about her to appreciate the appearance of her old friend.

	"Here, yes," Deacon said, scooping up his crystal and rushing to her side. "What requires healing most urgently!?"

	His voice was insistent and desperate.

	"Please, Deacon calm down. Thanks to you the danger is gone. Now, where did you come from? How did you get here?" Myranda asked.

	"From Entwell, directly," he said, calling to mind his long neglected white magic teachings and beginning to restore Myranda's ailing legs.

	"But how? It is so far. When did you leave? How did you find me?" she asked.

	"I left a few moments ago. I've been watching you as best I could. It has been . . . well, part of a recent change in focus for me," he said.

	"A few moments ago?" Myranda said, confused.

	"Yes. Instantaneous travel. Transportation. It flirts with a number of techniques we have forbidden, but the principles were there. It just took some digging. Some innovation. A few weeks," he said, finishing up on the injuries he could see before beginning on his own.

	In Entwell, Deacon had been the resident master of a field of the mystic arts known as gray magic. It was a catchall, dealing with anything that did not explicitly heal or hurt, and was not based on the elements. He’d devoted the whole of his life, since before he could speak, to mastering these arts, and thus they were second nature to him, an afterthought that he understood so thoroughly he often forgot that there were those who did not.

	"How could you have been watching me?" she asked, trying to stand on her restored legs.

	"Well, distance seeing is actually rather low magic. Penetrating the obscuring effect of the mountains required that you be exerting yourself mystically, but that was hardly a rarity for you. It took a bit of diligence, but I was able to pinpoint you rather frequently," he answered, his voice beginning to waver as he began trembling.

	"Is something the matter?" she asked.

	"Nothing at all . . . I am just . . . Is it always this cold?" he said.

	Myranda realized that he was in no way dressed for the northern weather. The same light gray tunic he had worn in Entwell was all he wore now. It was scarcely enough to ward off the freezing wind.

	"Good heavens! Why didn't you wear something warmer?" she asked.

	"I-I haven't been thinking very clearly of late. Not s-since . . . Never mind. I have some things in my b-b-bag which might h-h-help," he said.

	Shakily, he made his way to the crater that contained his bag and the remains of the second creature. When he spotted it, he jumped back.

	"W-w-what is th-this?" he asked, clearly having just noticed the beasts he had saved Myranda from.

	"I don't know, they just came out from the walls. Something Demont dreamed up, I'm sure," Myranda answered.

	"Demont . . ." he mused, as though somehow he knew the name. "F-fascinating. I've not seen something crafted in s-s-such a way."

	"You can study it later. You need to warm up," Myranda reminded him.

	"Indeed," he said.

	Deacon grasped the cinched-closed end of the bag and tugged at it, but it barely moved.

	"B-b-b-blast it. I was afraid something like this would happen. The transportation damaged the enchantments," he said. "Won't t-t-t-take a moment to fix."

	He held his crystal unsteadily over the bag. A pulse of light and a flex of will later, and the bag seemed to rise up, as though it was no longer heavy enough to compress the broken creature beneath it. Sure enough, Deacon grasped the bag once more, this time lifting it as though it were empty, which it indeed seemed to be. He began to paw through it clumsily. As he did, the sound of much clinking and jostling could be heard from within.

	"Sh-sh-sh-should have organized this better," he said, suddenly beginning to cough a dry, hollow cough as the bite of the cold finally got the better of his lungs. When the fit subsided, he cast a harried eye to the door behind them. "Is it warmer inside, p-p-perhaps?"

	"I wouldn't risk it. There was some spell on the door that released those creatures," she said.

	"If it was placed there, it can be removed," he said, gathering the bag closed and rushing to the door.

	Myranda watched anxiously as he inspected the door. He looked it over, even without his crystal at work, seeming to follow lines and patterns that weren't there, until his eyes settled upon the door sill.

	"Here. R-r-runes. I don't recognize them . . . but . . . it would seem they are spent. If we can manage to p-p-p-pry the door, the spell will not activate again," he stated with certainty.

	With that he heaved a shoulder at the door, bouncing off painfully. He then raised his crystal. Another pulse of light and the door burst open so forcefully that it was nearly torn from its hinges. He rushed inside. When the door did not slam shut again, and no more creatures appeared, Myranda followed, shutting the door behind her. Deacon was beating his arms and looking desperately for some source of heat. Finding none, he raised his crystal once more and released it. The immaculately clear, egg-shaped focus stone took on a warm orange glow, and almost immediately the room's temperature rose to a comfortable one. He settled against the wall, sighed with relief, and slid to the floor.

	"We need to move on from here as quickly as possible. This is Demont's workshop, I believe. I do not wish to be here if he returns," Myranda warned, nervously scanning the room once more.

	"Duly noted. A wise decision," he agreed, as he rummaged through his bag once more.

	The satchel was by no means large. Stuffed to capacity, it looked as though it might be able to hold a tightly-balled blanket, and it was hanging quite loose. Yet he pulled one full-length white cloak, and then another from it. Dropping the bag on the ground, he hurriedly put the cloak on. It was not ideally suited for the northern cold either, but perhaps in addition to the tunic he wore it would be enough. He then presented the other cloak to Myranda and helped her to put it on.

	"How did you fit those inside that small bag?" she asked.

	"It is quite large inside. A little trick traveling wizards use. I could make one for you, if you like, but it would take a bit of time," he said, showing her the bag.

	When he opened the top of the bag wide, the inside looked to be mounded with vials, books, tools--indeed, the entire contents of Deacon's hut. They had not become any smaller, either. Looking into the bag was like staring into the mouth of a deep pit.

	"That is quite all right. Deacon . . . I . . ." Myranda began, fumbling for the right words. "How long will you be out of Entwell?"

	She wanted desperately to tell him how often her thoughts had turned to him, to tell him how much she valued their time together, but the words wouldn't come. It was as though it had been so long since she'd had someone like him in her life that she had simply lost her ability to express herself adequately.

	"For quite a while . . . quite a while," he said. "My actions prior to my escape have soured attitudes toward me. I'm not certain I would be welcome."

	"What did you do?" she asked.

	"It doesn't matter," he said, his eyes beginning to wander to the contents of the workshop. "The important thing is that I managed to reach you in time. You say that this workshop belongs to Demont. He is . . . one of the generals, yes?"

	"He is," Myranda said.

	"Then . . . I think anything we might do to delay him is useful to the cause," Deacon remarked distractedly.

	"I suppose," Myranda replied.

	"To that end . . . I think it prudent that I take samples . . . remove pieces of his puzzle, as it were," he said, beginning to pour over the shelves and tables.

	"If you must, but do it quickly. We need to rejoin the others. And be careful," she relented.

	Like a child given permission to raid the shelves of a candy store, Deacon began greedily plucking up artifacts, sheets, and vials. After a cursory glance that somehow assured him that it was safe to do so, each was dropped into his seemingly bottomless bag. There was a case filled with crystals that he dropped in its entirety inside, and book after book followed it. Finally, he pulled down a large map that had been affixed to one wall, folded it, and tucked it inside. 

	When he was done, the shelves were near bare, and the bag did not even bulge. Myranda smiled at the utter enthusiasm in Deacon's face as he shuffled the things inside his bag, reaching down into it nearly to his shoulder to pull up things he was interested in looking at first and positioning them at the top. When he was satisfied, he cinched the bag shut and hung it effortlessly from the tie of the tunic beneath the robe.

	"Well, I suppose that I am prepared to brave the weather again. Are you certain you are well? It has been some time since I last practiced the healer's art. I may have missed an injury," he said, suddenly realizing he had been ignoring her.

	"I am well enough. Let us go, quickly. There is no telling how far the others have gone," she said.

	"Then by all means," he said, bracing himself for the cold before opening the door.

	The instant that the harsh wind touched him, he knew that the thin cloak was not nearly enough. After briefly considering coping with the cold, he decided that further action was required.

	"Just a moment more," he said, shedding the cloak and clutching it in one hand as he held his crystal in the other.

	He closed his eyes briefly, as if remembering, and then cast a spell. In addition to the swift, clean pulse of light from the crystal that signified his spells, a wave of light swept up the cloak from bottom to top. A glow trailed behind it, lingering briefly before fading. He stepped into the wind again, this time seemingly unaffected by it.

	"What did you do?" Myranda asked.

	"I imbued the fabric of the cloak with an enchantment that counteracts the cold by preventing any of my own heat from--" he began.

	"An enchantment against the cold. That was answer enough for me," she said.

	"Of course," he replied, clearly a bit disappointed at his explanation being cut short.

	"Is it really so simple to cast an enchantment?" she asked as she stepped out into the cold, her layers of protection and years of experience making a similar treatment unnecessary.

	"Well, normally no. The strength and complexity of an enchantment that a garment or other object will hold is . . . We make our cloaks specifically to ease enchantment," he said, catching himself.

	"Thank you," Myranda said with a chuckle.

	The pair stepped outside. The terror of Myranda's previous venture through the doors had been so overwhelming, she'd scarcely noticed where the door had led her. They were on the edge of a steep, icy slope. The weak glow of the morning sky cast light on a sparsely-treed countryside. The memory of their trip was faded by her ordeal, but she was certain that she was nowhere near where she had entered the fort with the other Chosen. 

	Nothing her eyes told her gave her any indication of where she might be. After a few moments of straining her eyes, trying to find something unique about the countryside, all she knew for certain was that the fort was somewhere to the southwest. An endless column of black smoke stretching high into the gray sky betrayed that.

	"Where do we go?" Deacon asked, marveling at the sheer size of the countryside. He had no memories of any place but Entwell. Tiny and perfect as it was, it was his world. The rolling hills and mountains of white, the scattered, snow-capped trees, the tiny flickering hints of far-off fires . . . it all had a scope that was dizzying and disorienting to him.

	"We have to find the others. They were headed south, for the Tressor. I . . . I don't know which way they are, or how far they've gone. Can you find them?" she asked.

	"I can't, but I can help you to do so. Of the group, I've only met Lain. I certainly do not know enough of his soul to pinpoint it, but I could empower your own search," he explained.

	"Very well," she said, immediately closing her eyes and raising her broken staff, weakly spreading her mind.

	A moment later, she felt Deacon's warm fingers close about her hand. Instantly a cool, steady clarity swept over her mind, like that brought by a focusing stone, but far more substantial. She began to reach out, but as she did, his hands left hers and the steadiness withdrew from her mind as quickly as it had come. She opened her eyes to see a nervousness on Deacon's face.

	"You must never do that. At a time like this, it is the worst thing you could do," Deacon warned.

	"What?" she asked.

	"Cast your mind far and wide," he said.

	Myranda blinked. "I know of no other way that I might find them. What danger is there?"

	"To do so is to send up a beacon for all to see. You may find who you seek, but those who seek you will most certainly find you," he explained.

	"Then what shall I do?" she asked.

	"I will demonstrate," he said.

	He took her hand and both returned to their concentration. Deacon spoke, his voice as clear in her mind as in her ears. He told of the very same means he had used to find her. It was more direct, more targeted, and virtually undetectable. Before long, she felt the presence of the minds of the others, as clearly and as strongly as if she were standing beside them.

	"I feel them. I know where they are," she said. "Ivy . . . she is . . . I can feel her sorrow. She thinks I am dead."

	"She will know the truth soon enough," Deacon said.

	"No . . . you do not understand. Her sadness is as much a hardship for the others as it is for her. I need to let her know I am alive," Myranda explained.

	"It would not be possible with the others--they have minds far too strong to permit a message to be delivered against their will--but at the moment it would seem that . . . Ivy . . . is susceptible. I will link you," Deacon said.

	She felt a flex of his will and suddenly the physical form of Ivy seemed to manifest itself in Myranda's mind. The malthrope, a half-human/half-fox creature, stood before her, seemingly real enough to touch. Her stark white fur and muzzle, her inquisitive pink eyes, her pointed ears and tail--they all seemed vivid as life.

	"M . . . Myranda!?" Ivy cried joyfully.

	"Ivy, I am glad to know that you are all right," Myranda said.

	"You are glad!? I thought you died. The fort fell! You were inside!" Ivy gushed tearfully.

	With their minds linked, the emotion was like an earthquake. Myranda had to fight to remain connected.

	"Listen, Ivy. I just want you to know that I will be with you soon. Tell the others. And be careful," Myranda said.

	"I will, Myranda," Ivy said, another surge of joy finally shaking the bond that connected them.

	Slowly, Myranda allowed her concentration to wane, the cold whistling of the wind returning to her ears. Deacon's grasp lingered for a moment before he lowered his crystal.

	"That was remarkable," Myranda said. "Is that how you searched for me?"

	"Each and every moment of my waking days. With those blasted mountains between us, it took a measure more effort, but I found you, so it was all worth it," he said, his eyes staring at the hand that had touched hers. As his gaze wandered up and locked briefly with her own, he tried to continue. "I-I knew that I had to help you. Your cause, it--it is far too important. Are you confident that you know where the others are? Can we reach them soon?"

	"I know where they are, but I still am not certain where we are," she said.

	"Navigation . . . navigation spells. I . . . never truly pursued them. They exist, but in a place like Entwell, there is just no need. Foolish of me. All spells have importance. One moment; I will turn one up," he said, scolding himself under his breath as he rummaged through the bag again.

	"The map," Myranda reminded him.

	"Yes, yes. I am certain I can create a map, I just require a few words to refresh my memory. The primer. Where is my primer?" he replied.

	"No, Deacon, you took a map from inside. We can use that," Myranda explained.

	"Oh . . . oh, yes, yes. Of course. Where is my head?" the wizard replied, quickly drawing the neatly folded sheet from the bag.

	The instant it was removed, the wind tried to tear it from his grasp, but with a gesture, the wind parted around them. Myranda marveled for a moment at the effortless, casual way in which Deacon incorporated magic into everything he did. He used it as one might use one's hand to brush away a hair or tighten a knot while the mind was busy with other things. 

	She turned to the map. It was drawn with the same exacting detail as everything that Demont had put his hand to. The labels were in the mysterious language that she had seen throughout his laboratory and workshop. Not a word or symbol of it had any meaning for her, but that was of little concern. Here was the place she knew the fort to be. There was the thin line of the tunnel she'd trudged through. And here was the workshop they'd just left. The place that she'd felt the others to be was a considerable distance away. Either Lain and the others had moved very quickly, or she'd been unconscious for some time. Likely both. Regardless, they would not be able to catch up on foot.

	"They are here. Heading toward the mountains, or there already. I don't know why they are going there. They had been heading south before," she said.

	"What is our course of action?" Deacon asked eagerly.

	"They are much faster than us, and there is much distance between us," Myranda mused out loud. "Is it possible for you to bring us to him in the same way that you brought yourself here?"

	"No. No, certainly not. The spell is too rough. Too dangerous. I have neither the strength nor the focus necessary to transport even one of us safely," he stated firmly.

	"Then how did you come here?" she asked.

	"I required a great deal of aid from Azriel, as well as more than a little manipulation of likelihood," he said.

	"Then we shall have to reach this town. With any luck, there will be horses there. While we walk, you must explain to me what you mean by 'manipulation of likelihood,'" she said.

	When the map was folded and stowed, and the wind was permitted to resume its preferred course, the pair headed off toward the town indicated on the map.

	 


Chapter 2

	As they traveled, Deacon spoke at length about the methods he had used to find Myranda and to reach her. He twisted confusing analogies, likening the fabric of reality to folded paper with a hole pierced through one moment, the next to a many-sided die weighted to fall as one requires. He claimed that the spell he used was not strong enough to allow him to be certain he would be transported unless an endless string of factors turned out in his favor, and he hadn't the strength or knowledge to manipulate those factors. Instead, he had diverted his strength to twisting and pulling at the rules that governed reality, turning probability on its head until some spectacularly unlikely circumstance, whatever it might be, produced the needed effect at the needed time. 

	Apparently, the three lightning bolts she had seen had been the impossible coincidence he needed. It all seemed like madness, but he spoke about it plainly, as though it was the utmost in simplicity.

	When his lecture was complete, he prompted--indeed, pleaded--Myranda to offer up the tale of her journey since she had left his home. He had seen only precious, fleeting glimpses, and though there were scattered moments when he caught a whisper of her thoughts, his mind ached to know every last detail. Myranda agreed. Instantly, the thick tome that had been perpetually in his hands when they were in Entwell emerged from the bag. He recorded her words studiously, now and again requesting details and hastily sketching the sights she had seen.

	His enthusiasm at each new piece of information mercifully distracted his mind from the cold. Increasingly, as the short northern day progressed, he took his hands from the stylus and book to wring some feeling back into them. Rather than stop his careful record for even a moment, the book and pen drifted dutifully before him as he did so, continuing to record Myranda's words on their own until he was finished. 

	Myranda, indifferent to the cold, was driven to continue, despite the weariness that cut her to the core. Her "sleep" in the tunnel had been anything but refreshing, and though Deacon had spared her of her injuries, he had done nothing to restore her strength--of body or mind. By the time the light began to fail, it was clear that the town would not be reached before her body gave out completely. Her eyes fixed themselves on a small, tight stand of trees that would shelter them--at least from searching eyes, if not from the wind or cold. 

	When Myranda settled down on the ground, leaning against a tree, Deacon did the same, across from her. He looked anxious, as though there was something he or someone else had forgotten.

	"Is something wrong?" Myranda asked.

	"We . . . we will be spending the night here," he half asked, half stated.

	"I'm afraid so," she said.

	"Oh, not a problem. It is just that the weather is harsh and I was not certain that sleeping unsheltered was in our . . . never mind. A fire? Should I start a fire?" he stumbled.

	"There doesn't seem to be much dry wood about," she said.

	"Not to worry," he said.

	A gesture later and a flame danced a few inches from the ground with little regard for the fact that there was no wood to fuel it.

	"Will that last until morning?" Myranda asked, smiling at the latest impossible feat Deacon had performed. Technically, she could do the same--but for him it seemed effortless.

	"It will last for the rest of the week if I don't dismiss it," he said.

	"Wonderful! I don't suppose you have any food in that bag of yours?" Myranda said.

	"I . . . I hadn't thought to include any . . . Oh! I believe I brought a few of your apples!" he said, quickly rummaging through. "Had I been thinking, I would have brought food enough for an army. And something to sleep on! Blast it all, where was my mind?"

	Finally, he produced four glossy, red apples, tossing one to Myranda.

	"It does seem odd," said Myranda, taking in the scent of the fresh fruit before taking her first hungry bite.

	"I was focused primarily on what I thought would be the more difficult task of reaching the outside world. The thought of what to do if I actually succeeded barely brushed my mind. I suppose I didn't think it likely enough to plan for," he explained.

	"You shouldn't have taken so great a risk," Myranda scolded.

	"I cannot bear to imagine what might have happened if I didn't. You would have been killed. I had to try. All I had to risk was my life. I mean nothing in the grand scheme," he said.

	"You mean a lot to me," she said.

	For a time, Deacon and Myranda were silent.

	"I . . . you mean a . . . a great deal to me as well," Deacon struggled to say.

	He fidgeted a bit, looking as though he would crawl out of his skin if he could.

	"And to the world," he added uncomfortably, flinching as he said the words, as though he regretted them leaving his lips.

	He crunched nervously at an apple and sheepishly avoided eye contact. After a few more moments, Myranda broke the silence.

	"So, if you failed to bring the necessities, what did you bring?" she offered, sensing a change of subject would be the best thing right now.

	"I, um, I brought a great deal. In fact, I really should have given them to you sooner," he said, beginning to rummage through his bag again. "There was the cloak, of course, but aside from that, I have a bow and set of arrows. A few daggers . . . Here is my spell primer . . . A few healing potions . . . Where is it? Ah! Here."

	He drew from the bag a jewel every bit as pure as the one he perpetually held.

	"The day you became a full master, our craftsmen set to work refining a crystal befitting your skill, and a similarly fine staff to mount it in. You left before either was even nearly completed, but work continued. The staff is still incomplete, but this was finished just days ago. I managed to . . . acquire it. I felt it would do more good in your hands than on the shelf awaiting your return," he said, presenting her with it.

	He touched the head of her shattered staff. The wood that held the crystal in place uncoiled like a living tendril, accepting the replacement and wrapping back into place. He dropped the old crystal, barely more than a bundle of cracks and shards after the trials it had endured, into his bag.

	Myranda felt the effects of the superior gem wash over her. Holding it lessened the haze that addled her weary mind, as though the staff had taken a portion of the stress of her mind upon itself.

	"Like night and day, isn't it," Deacon said. "It was not so long ago that I received my full mastery crystal. Just a few years. Wait until morning, when you've more of your strength about you. Things that were impossible to you before are well within reach, and things that were simple are effortless."

	"It is remarkable," Myranda said with a yawn.

	She finished the rest of her apple.

	"Deacon, tomorrow we should reach the town. Perchance, did you bring any gold with you?" she asked.

	His expression was answer enough.

	"Don't worry about it. We will work something out," she said, leaning back and closing her eyes.

	As Myranda drifted off to sleep, Deacon watched. His mind scolded him relentlessly for dozens of missed opportunities and mistakes. Not only things that he had failed to bring, plans he had failed to make, but things he had failed to say, and things that should have been left unsaid. Even now, the confounding state of mind that had plagued him since that fateful day when she disappeared from Entwell burned at him. 

	He cast a quick spell to end some aches that had been nagging him from his fall. His left hand tingled slightly, a bit numb from the cold. He flexed it a few times until the feeling passed. Carefully, he began to assemble words in his head. Care must be taken. Things must be right. Tomorrow he would make up for his foolishness. Tomorrow . . . 

	The morning sun was still hours away when Myranda stirred. Deacon's eyes had never closed. Each ate the remaining apple allotted to them before the fire was dismissed. Myranda shouldered her quiver of arrows and bow, equipping herself with the other items Deacon had brought for her, and they set off once more. She sensed that something had changed as they continued on their way. Deacon was quiet, and the book and stylus remained in the bag. He was rolling the crystal in one hand, his eyes distant and pensive.

	"Is something wrong, Deacon?" she asked.

	"There is . . . there is something," he replied hesitantly.

	"What is it?" she asked, concern in her voice.

	Deacon stopped walking; Myranda stopped and turned to him.

	"I am not sure that this is the time for it, but . . . in the days since I met you . . . I have done a great number of things that I don't understand. Things that didn't make sense to me. Things that I shouldn't do. I knew that they were wrong, foolish, impossible things, but I could not help myself. I was not sure what was happening. You know that my choice of gray magic has led me to have few friends among the wizards in Entwell. Indeed, I have lived there all of my life, yet there were only a handful of individuals in whom I might confide. I spoke at length to them about this sickness. This affliction of the mind. Some would not listen. Only Calypso seemed to have any insight, but she was vague about it. She seemed to think that I would not accept her advice if she was direct. She was right. It doesn't matter though . . ." Deacon began, cryptically.

	His words had a measured, rehearsed quality, yet it seemed that it took all of his strength to say them. As he spoke, he fiddled with his crystal more and more, shifting it to the other hand, slipping it in the bag to wring his fingers, then pulling it out again.

	"Logic had always ruled my life. Spells followed a graceful order. One thing followed another, and always with a specific cause. Whatever was happening to me was different. It had no cause. My mentor, Gilliam, had spoken to me early in my apprenticeship, warning that there was one thing in the world that followed no rules, obeyed no laws. That thing, he said, was the most powerful force in the world. He never did explain what it was he was talking about, what force he spoke of. I know now. Myranda . . ." he said, sweat rolling down his brow in spite of the cold.

	The crystal dropped to the ground. Myranda stooped to retrieve it for him. He reached out to stop her. When he did, she gasped and recoiled.

	"Your hand!" she cried.

	"Never mind it, I must finish," he pleaded.

	"Deacon, your hand!" she repeated, grasping his wrist and raising his left hand.

	"Myranda, I . . . that's . . . curious," he said, now realizing the source of her concern.

	His hand was partially missing. It had faded to nearly nothing, like a weak reflection. He tried to grasp it with the other hand, but it passed through, as though his left hand was not there at all. Quickly, he pulled back his sleeve to find that the change was steadily creeping up his arm. Myranda, panicked, grabbed the crystal from the ground and placed it in his other hand. She made use of her own upgraded staff to try to determine what the source of this horrific occurrence was, but nothing presented itself. Mystically, it was as though all was as it should be. As though whatever was happening was natural.

	"What is happening? What should I do?" she asked.

	"I am not certain yet," he replied.

	There was naught but calm in his voice, and naught but fascination in his eyes. He closed them, gathering his mind into a spell. The affliction began to slow, and then recede. Just as solidity returned to his palm, however, he cried out, his fingers twitching into an agonized claw and shifting to some sort of pitch-black stone.

	"It would seem--" He grimaced in pain. "--that the bag was not the only thing damaged by the incomplete spell."

	"Tell me what to do!" Myranda pleaded helplessly.

	"I am . . . not certain," he said.

	His hand suddenly returned from the petrified, blackened form, and instead sprouted extra fingers. Deacon sighed with relief.

	"The pain is gone. This is . . . this is chaos," he said, suddenly realizing the answer. "Chaos. Of course. Chaos magic is the one field that Entwell has never had a master for. The manipulation of probability must fall into that realm. Naturally it would!"

	"Can you stop this?" she asked.

	The spare fingers vanished and the hand made it partway to some other form before rebounding back to normal. When it did, he thrust the crystal into the hand. Instantly, a sharp glow arose in the heart of the crystal. A moment passed, then another. The hand remained normal.

	"What did you do?" she asked.

	"I am . . . manually enforcing normality. The manipulation of likelihood, it would seem, has fundamentally altered my hand. It appears that it no longer behaves as logic would dictate. It is bounding from one side of improbable to the other on its own. It is unpredictable by nature now," he explained.

	"How could you have come to that conclusion so quickly?" she asked, confused by the degree of detail and certainty with which he spoke.

	"I . . . had determined that this was one possible outcome of such a spell," he answered.

	"And you still did it? Why would you do such a thing!" she cried.

	"It was the only way to--" Deacon began.

	"Don't tell me that! We both know that all you needed was time! You are brilliant! You risked your life and did this to yourself for what? Because you were impatient? Because you weren't thinking? Because--" Myranda raved.

	"Because I love you!" he cried out.

	Myranda sunk into a stunned silence.

	"That is why I couldn't think clearly! That is the sickness that Calypso had spoken of, the force that Gilliam had spoken of! All I could think of was you! I had to be with you. Nothing else mattered then, and nothing else matters now!" he ranted.

	The words came out with a pressure long waiting to be released. Myranda looked into his eyes. They were alive with emotions--and, most of all, relief.

	"If I were not a fool, I would have realized it sooner. I would have told you before you left. I would have gone with you. But it wasn't clear to me then. Now it is," he confessed.

	"Deacon . . . I feel the same way. Of course I do. I have longed all of my life to even know someone like you. I had convinced myself that such a person did not exist. The time I spent with you in Entwell was like paradise. To be with someone caring, intelligent . . . everything I had always hoped for. I suppose I didn't realize it either, or I would have stayed," she said.

	"No. You had to go. This is the way things had to be. I do not regret my decision for a moment, and nor should you," he said.

	Myranda stepped forward and embraced him. He warmly returned the gesture. They held each other for a long moment, before finally they separated, the task at hand unwilling to wait any longer.

	"Can you cure your hand?" she asked.

	"Well, certainly not in the same way that it was altered. As you might imagine, it is in the nature of chaos magic to be unpredictable. There is very likely a cure, but for now I will have to settle for something a bit more temporary," he said, reaching down into the bag. "Another enchantment should serve the purpose well enough. I just need something . . . something I won't have to hold onto, or mistakenly leave behind."

	"One moment . . . perhaps it is time to give this new crystal a test," Myranda said.

	Pulling free an arrow and a dagger, she cut the lashing that held the sharp tip in place. Then she brandished her staff and released the arrowhead. It hung in front of her with scarcely a thought. Drawing to mind some of the other teachings she'd brought with her from Deacon's home, she quickly raised the temperature of the piece until it was little more than a floating blob of white-hot metal. A few more thoughts and it twisted and turned itself into a ring, a simple design embellishing the surface as what little metal was unneeded swirled off into a simpler, more delicate band. A final thought cooled the pair of rings and dropped them into her hand.

	"Brilliant. And masterful," Deacon said, admiring the piece he was handed. "Worthy of being an exam back in Entwell, I would say. You would have made a fine teacher."

	"Is it sufficient? Will it hold the enchantment?" she asked.

	"A normal arrowhead might not have been, but those we make in Entwell will be quite sufficient," he said.

	Deacon thought for a moment before casting the appropriate enchantment upon the ring. He slipped it onto his finger and slowly transferred the crystal to the other hand. Even without his constant counter influence, the afflicted limb remained normal. Both heaved a sigh of relief. Myranda began to slip her own ring on.

	"No. Wait a moment," he said, taking it from her. "You have given me a gift. The least I can do is return the favor."

	He cast a second enchantment, then took her hand in his. He slipped it onto her finger with all of the respect and reverence that such an act warranted.

	"There. An ancient spell of protection, one of the most fundamental in Entwell's history. The very same enchantment adorned a pendant around Azriel's neck when she found the land of my birth. May it bring you the same luck and fortune as it brought her," he said.

	When they finally continued on their way, it was with spirits higher than they'd been in years. Suddenly, the cold seemed to be gone. The blackness of night was no longer oppressive. The countryside was as icy and unforgiving as it had been minutes before, but there was now no place that they would rather be. The conversation flowed easily, as though the months that they had been apart had never happened. 

	Deacon was filled with a sense of wonder at these, his first steps into a vast world entirely new to him. He marveled over the size and isolation, hearing tales of the sights he was sure to see. He looked forward with great anticipation to their arrival in the town.

	Now and again, the map was consulted, but not to find their way. The initial glimpse of it had been more than enough to restore Myranda's well-practiced sense of direction. It was not the towns on the map that drew their interest, but the other markings. Deacon looked with fascination at the shapes and symbols. It was that rarest of things, a language he knew nothing of. The very same writing covered the books and notes from Demont’s study, occasionally accompanied by familiar words and terms. He launched himself headlong into the task of deciphering these new runes.

	"They differ fundamentally in structure from any other language I've seen," he said, an array of different notes and books scattered in the air before him, the folded map at their center. "It is used for place names, terminology, spells . . . yes. This is definitely a spell. I think that this may be the true purpose for the symbols. Remarkable . . . a language defined for spells first and communication second."

	"How is that possible?" Myranda asked.

	"Well, these runes here have unmistakable mystic power. These others are different. Weak . . . it is . . . it is as if this is not one language, but several. Five . . . a dozen . . . more than that. A patchwork of languages, none familiar to me. What do we know of this race, the D'karon?" he asked.

	D’karon was the name applied to those they fought. Even before she learned she was one of the Chosen, the D'karon were her foes. They constructed creatures, commanded armies, and wove twisted and cruel magics. Indeed, of the five generals of her homeland, the Northern Alliance, all but one seemed to be a member of the dark race. Despite their unmistakable influence, and her repeated confrontations, their origins and their nature remained shrouded, save one small notion.

	"Nothing beyond the fact that they are not of this world," she said.

	"I dare say they are not from any single world. The way these words collide into uneven, ill-fitting phrases implies some fusion of different cultures. Amazing," he posited.

	"You can tell all of that from their writing?" she remarked.

	"There is nothing so telling as the language of a people. One moment . . . Yes. Patterns are emerging. See? Here. This is a spell book, it must be, and all of the pages end with this symbol or some variation of it. This other book--it looks to be notes--does not bear the mark anywhere. It is unique to the spells. Like some activation phrase. It is possible that this mark, when accompanying any phrase written in this language, will bring about some sort of mystic effect," he thought aloud.

	"What is this?" Myranda asked, pointing to a shape with some runes beneath it on the map, located deep within a mountain range.

	"I am not certain. Why?" he replied.

	"I don't know of anything there. No town. No fort. Nothing. And it looks the same as this other mark, here in these mountains. That was where I found Ivy. And the same mark here, where we just left," she said.

	"The D'karon forts!" he said, unfolding the map fully.

	The sight they beheld was chilling. They were everywhere. Like black stains on the map, every valley, every mountain, every place far from prying eyes was marred by one of the marks. Several forts she knew of, Northern Alliance forts, bore the mark. Worst of all, the black mark rested on the capital itself. There was even one far to the north of it, at the very edge of the map. 

	The fort that they had just toppled had nearly taken her life, and now there were dozens more.

	The unfortunate revelation put a renewed urgency in their minds. Deacon had been lucky until now. He'd not yet faced one of the generals, and had had only the merest brush with their creations--but Myranda knew all too well the things that they were capable of, and to know that their roots were so deep was terrifying to her. She fairly ran, her mind only on securing the means to catch up with the others. Deacon kept pace, stumbling now and again as he tried to keep one eye on the ground and one on the mound of indecipherable notes. 

	Aside from the assortment of sheets and artifacts orbiting before him, there were a handful of other items he had draped over his shoulders and tucked under his arms, each featuring familiar symbols alongside foreign ones. These might prove the key to unlocking the secrets of the language, offering some manner of common ground between the languages and some hint of how best to proceed.

	 


Chapter 3

	The dull light of day came and went, with the last of its glow lingering at the edge of the western sky as Myranda and Deacon approached a tiny town. One needed scarcely a glance at the town from afar to see that the destruction of the fort, a fort that may well have been a mystery to them until the black smoke rose from the field the day before, had put the town into an uproar. The place was far too small to have soldiers patrolling it, but the streets were alive with the sturdiest townsfolk serving as a makeshift town guard. It was clear to Myranda that this was not the time to come walking in from a field looking as she did, even if she wasn't an increasingly well-known enemy of the state. Worse, there didn't appear to be much in the way of a stable. Likely the horses of the town were the property of the residents and visitors. To deprive a person in a town as small as this of their horse, be it through sale or theft, would be to maroon them here.

	Myranda stood for a few moments, contemplating what to do. Deacon, at first, took the opportunity to devote his full attentions to the latest in the stack of Demont's notes, but quickly became aware of Myranda's look of concern. At his prompting, she explained the situation to him. The source of the difficulty clashed repeatedly with the life he was accustomed to in Entwell. There, if someone needed something, they merely asked for it. Indeed, even that was seldom necessary. All was provided. He similarly was not certain why they would be distrusted for arriving on foot, looking as though they had been through the ordeal that, indeed, they had. Above all others, one confusion could not be cleared.

	"But you are Chosen. You are trying to return to the other Chosen Ones and return to the task of saving the world. Surely the townspeople would gladly offer you anything you need," he said.

	"The prophecy is something of a child's tale here," Myranda explained.

	"I . . . see," Deacon said, attempting to process the statement. "Well, nonetheless. This should not be a concern for you. If you cannot risk showing your face in the town, then I shall do what needs to be done. Tell me what you require and it shall be attained."

	"Deacon, I am not certain that you are ready for this. We will just need to find a different town," Myranda said, her mind working hard at the problem.

	Deacon looked Myranda in her eyes and spoke earnestly. "Myranda, I came here to be useful to you and I mean to do so. Tell me what you need and tell me where to meet you. You can trust me."

	Myranda hesitated, but relented.

	"Be careful, and put the crystal away. There are very few wizards about. Don't use any magic if you can help it," she warned before listing what was needed.

	A few moments later, Deacon was on his way to the town, stuffing items into his bag. He knew that he needed at least one horse, preferably two, and enough food to last a week. He had no clue how he would attain them--but, for him, that was beside the point. Myranda watched nervously as she skirted around the edge of town to the other side. Deacon was every bit a capable person, but he was well out of his element. She set her mind to the dual task of escaping whatever mob was sure to come sprinting behind Deacon and reaching the others quickly. 

	#

	Deacon approached the nearest entrance to the city. Standing guard was a frail-looking older man. He looked as though he could have been a grandfather, gray hair peeking out from beneath a war-scarred helmet that had no doubt served him well in his youth. The rest of his armor fit poorly, a relic from an earlier life in the military. He bore no proper weapon, brandishing instead a recently sharpened shovel. He looked haggard, as though he had been at his post for far too long without relief. As Deacon drew near, he straightened up.

	"Halt. What is your business here?" he demanded in a very official tone.

	He squinted a bit, trying to get a good look at the curious sight before him. Deacon had neglected to stow the materials he'd hung on his shoulders for further study, and without magic to lend an extra hand, he was having difficulty keeping them together.

	"I am in need of supplies," Deacon said, simply.

	"Where is your horse?" he demanded suspiciously.

	"A horse is among my required supplies," Deacon answered.

	"Where are you coming from without a horse?" the makeshift guard growled.

	"That direction. I'm not certain of the name of the place. One moment," he said, burrowing into his bag, attempting to reveal the map.

	One of the artifacts that had yet to be stowed, a strap of leather with a rather ornate medallion on it, stubbornly refused to stay in place on his shoulder. It dropped for a second time as Deacon tried to keep from dropping the papers under his arm.

	"I am terribly sorry. Would you hold this for just a moment?" he asked, snatching it from the ground and holding it up to the soldier.

	"Get that out of my . . ." the soldier sneered, trailing off when his failing vision finally focused on the seal on the strap.

	He took the strap and looked it over. It was a general's seal. One of only five. This one bore the name Demont. He remembered it, even from his youth. Soldiers seldom met face to face with the generals. He'd gone from recruitment to retirement without seeing even one. Could this young man be Demont? Either he was or he was skilled enough to kill or steal from him. It didn't matter. Regardless, this was not a person to be trifled with.

	"Th-this way, please," he stammered.

	"Oh, thank you," Deacon said, having only just managed to stow the loose papers.

	He took back the strap and looked it over as he was led to what must have been the general store for the town. Slowly, he realized what was happening. The misunderstanding was greatly in his favor, but it was dishonest to allow them to believe that he was someone that he was not. 

	From the youngest age, he'd been taught that dishonesty was the first step down a road that ended very poorly for deceitful wizards. Magic users tended to attract the attentions of, and occasionally draw strength from, the spirits around them. Deceit was one of many things that twisted the soul, and a twisted soul attracted twisted spirits. After a short, one-sided debate in his head, Deacon conceded that he would allow the misunderstanding, but he would not foster it. 

	The weathered soldier opened the door and held it as he entered the store. After a harshly whispered exchange, the woman minding the store looked nervously to Deacon.

	"I can get anything you need right away," she offered shakily.

	"Provisions for two people for seven days," Deacon requested in an even tone.

	As the storekeeper hurried off, gathering armful after armful of provisions, the soldier turned to him.

	"Why might the general favor us with a visit today?" he asked, nervously.

	Deacon silently thanked fate for the awkward phrasing.

	"A fort of great value was destroyed in the field I came from. I am pursuing the individuals responsible," he replied. It had been destroyed, and he was indeed seeking those responsible. No word a lie.

	The answer was quite enough for the soldier, now certain that it was the general he stood beside. Pride welled inside of him at being graced by his presence. Deacon, on the other hand, was simultaneously berating himself for allowing this disgrace to continue and fighting heroically to keep the nervousness and shame from his face. In less time than he would have thought possible, the shopkeeper dropped not only food, but blankets, bandages, and a dozen other things on the table.

	"We have no horses for sale, I am afraid, but, ah, I would be honored to donate my own steed," the shopkeeper offered nervously.

	"If that is what you wish," Deacon said.

	"I too would like to provide you with my steed. A fine, sturdy animal it is, too," the soldier chimed in.

	"That would be most appreciated," Deacon said gratefully. 

	#

	Myranda crouched behind a drift of snow near the top of a hill, the rising wind whipping at her, anxiously watching the rear exit of the city. She had only been there for a few minutes, not yet settled upon what manner of action she would take in response to whatever trouble Deacon managed to cause, when she saw him lead a pair of heavily-laden horses out of the town and onto the road. When he circled around the hill, out of sight of the town, she ran to him. He had everything they needed and far more, but his expression was one of utter shame.

	"This is remarkable!" she said, hugging him. "What did you do?"

	He handed her the medallion.

	"This is . . . Demont's seal, isn't it?" she said.

	"I suppose the man is a recluse. At least enough that his own people would mistake him for me," he said.

	"You managed to convince them that you were a general?" Myranda said, eyebrows raised in genuine surprise.

	"They managed to convince themselves . . ." he said.

	Myranda was quickly able to surmise the source of his turmoil.

	"Deacon," she said, mounting one of the horses, "I don't mean to make light of the situation, but there are a great many things that may need to be done before our task is complete. Some will be difficult. Some will fly in the face of your morals and beliefs. Just know that, if it truly had to be done, then doing it was the right thing."

	"I suppose," he said, scarcely consoled.

	He twice tried and failed to pull himself onto the horse's back as he'd seen her do. A third try landed him unsteadily in the saddle.

	Myranda looked at him flatly. "You don't know how to ride a horse, do you?"

	"In truth, this is the first time I've even seen a horse. They don't fair very well in caves, I understand, so they have never made their way to Entwell," he said, apologetically.

	What followed would have been an endearing experience if not for the tremendous rush that they were in. Myranda coached him along, teaching him the ins and outs of horseback riding as they tried to make their way toward the others. Fortunately, and not surprisingly, he was a swift learner, and before long they were breezing along fairly swiftly. 

	A few days passed, traveling a route far from main roads. As day after day passed without so much as a glimpse of another traveler, Myranda became more and more aware of how empty the war had left her homeland. The conflict with the massive southern country of Tressor had been raging off and on for well over a century, and the years of bloodshed had taken their toll. The north was nothing more than a handful of roads connecting a handful of dying towns. All of the rest was vast ice field after forbidding forest after rocky mountain. 

	There should have been life. There should have been some hint of the people of the land. Instead, the people gathered into smaller and smaller groups, ever more remote and isolated.

	For a moment, at least, that isolation was in her favor, a fact of which she repeatedly reminded herself. It seemed that luck had momentarily begun to favor them. 

	In her ongoing efforts to bring the Perpetual War to an end, Myranda had been branded a murderer and traitor by the five generals. She was still not certain of the degree to which the Northern Army had managed to spread her infamy, so any situation that kept them from prying eyes without the need for stealth was quite helpful indeed. 

	Deacon, when his mind was in need of distraction from his slow progress on the translation of the D'karon language, resumed his instruction in the ways of the gray arts. A variety of useful spells were taught and even practiced without the fear of being noticed. Nightly, Myranda sought the others with her mind. She felt herself drawing nearer. This road seemed to be ideal.

	That notion did not last very long. After the sunset on yet another day without so much as a trace of the others, it became clear that the most direct path on the map was not necessarily the swiftest. Long disused roads had eroded to little more than patches of loose gravel for the horses to lose their footing on. That, coupled with narrow passes made all but unusable by years of uncleared snowfall, made the going painfully slow. Before long, it was not clear if the ample supplies that they had managed to secure would be enough, particularly when there was little food about for the horses.

	Fortunately, before much longer, the roads they came upon began to show the telltale signs of upkeep. Soon after, they reached a road with fresh hoofprints. Further ahead, the smell of burning wood signaled the presence of a town. Hope began to rise. This must have been where the others had been headed. Gradually, though, Myranda's heart sank. Perhaps they had been here, but were not any longer. Any attempts to detect them assured her that they were nowhere near. Worse, it seemed that they were no longer together. They now were far below, perhaps already off of the mountain. She wanted badly to join them, but the horses--and, truth be told, she and Deacon--needed shelter, food, and sleep. 

	When they finally reached the town, it was a tiny mining community called Verneste, a place Myranda had passed through before. This was good news. She'd raised little stir during her last visit, and there was an assayer who would likely give them gold in exchange for some of the more unique contents of Deacon's bag.

	The gray wizard, rather than relying upon the general's seal to provide him with free provisions, sold a few of the smaller shards of Myranda's broken crystal. In addition, one of the bottles of healing potion brought a very high price indeed, as it was revealed that the alchemists and wizards who normally crafted them had been warned, under penalty of death, to provide them only to the military. This was ostensibly to ensure that the military had a plentiful supply, but most knew it to be simply another way of keeping the general populace in check. 

	The money was enough to resupply, stable the horses, and spend a night with a roof over their heads and pillows beneath them. Myranda was mercifully able to reach their accommodations without drawing any attention. The room had but one bed, and thus it was shared. If this were another time, that night might have been--and, by all rights, should have been--something truly special. Alas, the weariness of travel and the heaviness of the task on their shoulders brought little more than sleep.

	The next day, the first in some time that saw both Deacon and Myranda fully refreshed, was spent desperately trying to catch up with the nearest of the Chosen, but the fear and duty that had driven the others along put far too much space between them. By the time flat land was reached and real progress could be made on horseback, the three Chosen they sought had already converged, and were in the presence of two generals. 

	The two wizards arrived in time to narrowly ward off both of the generals and escape without losing a single hero. 

	 


Chapter 4

	"And that brings the tale full circle," Myranda said.

	With the last words of her story told, Myranda fell silent. Deacon put his hand on her shoulder, trying to comfort her. The telling of the tale had done little to dull the edge of the sorrow she felt. In her desperation to end the devastation of the general named Epidime, and to save the lives of her friends, she'd crossed a line she had promised herself that she would never cross. She'd killed a man, a fellow human. 

	At the time, she'd believed him to be Epidime himself, and that taking this one life would save countless others. In the end, she'd discovered that the man she killed was but a pawn, and Epidime was not a man at all, but a presence, a possessing spirit associated with the halberd he always bore. His body destroyed, he merely selected a new one and escaped, leaving Myranda emotionally shattered, blood on her hands and a death on her conscience. 

	Now she sat with the others, hidden by a small glade of trees and licking their wounds from a fight that destroyed half of a city and nearly claimed their lives.

	"That was a somewhat more mundane explanation than I had anticipated. For a moment, I had thought you were almost worthy of your place among us," Ether stated.

	The lack of compassion was typical for this Chosen One. She was a shapeshifter, able to assume virtually any form, physical or elemental. She'd existed since the dawn of time, but seemingly had spent the whole of her life convincing herself of her own superiority, and that emotions were little more than poison for the soul.

	"Are you mad!?" came a voice of protest.

	All eyes turned to Ivy. The young hero had been sleeping, recovering from near death since the recent battle ended. Now she was sitting up and fully awake. If ever there was a beast that could be considered wholly Ether's opposite, it was Ivy. The very same malthrope who Myranda had contacted, she was an enigma. Her own history was unknown even to her, though it seemed likely that she owed her current form to the machinations of General Demont. She was childish, enthusiastic, caring, and dangerously emotional. When her feelings ran strong enough, she became something else entirely. A berserker, surging with rage or fear, she seldom left behind anything but rubble, and often found herself helplessly drained when the smoke cleared. If not for the intervention of the wizards, she would have bled to death from her wounds--or, worse, she would have been left in the hands of the generals.

	"I heard the whole thing. I didn't want to interrupt you," Ivy said to Myranda before turning to Ether. "This man fell from the sky to save her life! What about that is mundane!?"

	She turned to Deacon and approached him, arms extended. He offered a hand for a shake, but she pushed it aside and embraced him.

	"You saved Myranda's life. That makes you my friend, and friends don't shake hands," Ivy asserted.

	When she was through, she released him from her embrace and turned to Myranda.

	"It is so good to see you! I told them that you were alive, but they didn't believe me. At least, she didn't. I'm not so sure about Lain, but I knew for sure," Ivy said.

	Ivy threw her arms around Myranda and hugged her tightly. The joy was quite literally infectious, as a golden glow spread weakly out from the ecstatic creature. Deacon's eyes widened in wonder at the phenomenon he'd only heard described before. A feeling of warmth and joy filled him--and, to varying degrees, the others as well. Any nagging ailments melted away. It was another peculiar effect of her emotions. They tended to spill over into others, and just as rage brought strength and fear brought speed, joy brought relief and recovery, easily the match for a spell of healing.

	"It . . . it is remarkable. Emotion radiates from you!" Deacon proclaimed.

	"What?" Ivy asked, turning from Myranda.

	"I've never seen anything like it. It is like some sort of mystically fostered empathetic symbiosis!" Deacon blurted.

	Ivy blinked.

	"Oh, never mind. I am just . . . it is a dream come true to meet you. All of you. It is an honor and a privilege of which I am truly unworthy," Deacon said.

	Ether raised her eyebrows.

	"I would not have expected a human to be so keenly aware of the degree of his lack of worth," she said.

	"Don't listen to her. What is your name again?" Ivy asked.

	"Deacon," he said. "And she is quite right. You are all Chosen, the warriors selected by the gods to protect your world. You have a purpose greater than any other. The world rests in your able hands. By comparison, I am nothing at all."

	Ivy turned to Myranda again.

	"Your friend is very strange," she said.

	"He means well," Myranda replied.

	"That I most certainly do. I mean to be as useful to you as I can. If there is anything at all that you wish or require of me, I would be honored to do all that I can. I am a capable wizard and an able fighter. Do not hesitate to ask anything," he offered eagerly, looking to each of the Chosen. "Lain? Ether? Ivy? Anything at all."

	Lain showed no reaction. He seldom did. A malthrope, like Ivy, his life had forged him into a vicious warrior and a feared assassin. The hatred shared by his race and the hardships it had brought had burned away at him until all that was left was a shell of a being, nothing but iron resolve and an absolute dedication to his purpose. Currently, that purpose was to see to it that Ivy would be safe from harm. She was the only other malthrope he'd met in ages, and judging by the life he was living, she would soon be the last. She must survive, whatever the cost. If something did not contribute to this goal, it did not concern him.

	Seeing that the silent hero required nothing of him, Deacon looked to the others.

	"There is nothing that you could offer that I could require," Ether rejected.

	"Umm . . ." Ivy thought aloud. "I really don't think I need anything."

	"Just get some sleep. When we have rested, we will share what we have found. There is much more to be done than we had suspected," Myranda said.

	"I will make every attempt to sleep, but in the light of our current company, it will be difficult to do so," Deacon said.

	Myranda settled with her back to a tree, Deacon to one side and Ivy to the other, her head resting dreamily on the girl's shoulder as she drifted happily back to sleep. Myranda's own slumber was slow to follow, and the dreams it brought were painful. Her battle with Epidime haunted her. A bolt of lightning tearing from the sky by Myranda's will. His body blackening to stillness. Then, impossibly, the halberd rising and flitting to the hand of a child. The young boy's face taking on the look of terrible intellect and detachment. 

	The images were repeated constantly in her mind. 

	#

	Far away, three figures settled down at a table. The room was dark; the only light came from the cherry-red embers of a pipe, the weak, blue glow of a gem-embedded halberd, and a handful of similar gems that shifted about organically before settling against the wall amid much clattering. The room in which they had gathered was located within a seldom used wing of the residence of the king of the Northern Alliance, a castle on the north end of Northern Capital. 

	There was an uneasy silence as the man at the head of the table drew a long breath through his pipe. The man was Bagu, one of the four remaining generals of the Alliance Army, and the most senior among them. He had stark, handsome features, marred only by a scattering of scars. The well-dressed man held himself with a regal bearing and, at the moment, barely-contained fury. He pulled the pipe from his mouth, breathing out the smoke.

	"Demont, report," Bagu ordered, frustrated anger adding an edge to an already forceful demand. "I feel I have waited too long to hear your explanation as to why you came rushing to us with your tail between your legs." 

	"There are three Chosen together now. That is more than I cared to face unprepared," explained Demont.

	The man who spoke was shorter, dressed in clothing less suited for a nobleman, and bearing features sharper and less immaculate. His was the air of a scholar forced into a business he considered beneath him, and little was done to disguise the sentiment.

	"Unprepared? That was your testing facility, was it not? That put a veritable army at your fingertips," Bagu growled.

	"They were being tested because they were incomplete!" Demont fumed. "Those Chosen came to my facility unprovoked, with no time on my part to adequately fortify, and I still nearly destroyed them. If I'd had a force the size I have been supplying to Epidime every time you have a tantrum and decide to send him to kill them, in complete opposition to the plan, I would have brought them back barely alive."

	"Yes, yes. A well-formed excuse," Bagu jabbed. "Do you have anything useful to add?"

	"They aren't acting like heroes. They destroyed the fort. They fight viciously. I do not believe that we will be able to count on them reining themselves in for the sake of honor," Demont warned.

	"One of them will," interjected a small, confident, but utterly out of place voice. It was that of a young boy, the body currently occupied by the general called Epidime. "Myranda is strongly principled."

	"If that is the human, she is neither Chosen, nor among the living," Demont reminded him.

	"Wrong on both counts. Whether she was or was not a Chosen before, she most certainly is one now. And she is quite alive. Worse, she is quickly becoming a force to be reckoned with, particularly with the partner she brought along," Epidime countered.

	"You say she has a partner with her?" Bagu asked urgently.

	"Not a Chosen!" Epidime explained. "A male, another human. Certainly not Chosen, but remarkably skilled. I'll have to learn more about him, but the spells he was hurling were unique, and quite effective."

	"Never mind learning about him. If he is not Chosen, then kill him--as soon as possible," Bagu instructed. "Unless . . . Trigorah was with you. Was she present when . . ."

	"No. I had her removed prior to Myranda's arrival. Conditions for the convergence were not ideal," replied Epidime. "She was not pleased."

	"Yes. She was quite vocal in her complaints," Bagu recalled.

	They spoke of Trigorah Teloran. A spectacularly skilled tracker and military commander, she was the least senior of the generals, despite her elfin heritage. She'd become increasingly displeased with Bagu's decision to keep her from the front, the place she felt her skills would be best used, leading the others to keep her on a still-tighter leash.

	"There is a problem," Epidime continued.

	Bagu's fingers pressed to his temple as a look of anger surged briefly in his expression.

	"What?" he growled through clenched teeth.

	"Lain is trying to deliver Demont's pet to someone in Tressor for protection. If we expect to be rid of the Chosen with any finality, we need the convergence to occur, and that will not happen with Ivy in the south," he reminded.

	"Agreed. This situation is threatening to escape our grasp. Demont, despite your consistent and damaging failure, I am giving you another chance. Any resource you need is yours. I want something that they can't beat. Epidime, they are working too well together. Fix that, but do not forget that we need them all in the same place at the same time," Bagu dictated.

	"Intriguing. If I interpret your commands correctly, you wish for me to destroy their unity without compromising their proximity," Epidime said.

	"Do it," he hissed.

	The orders thus laid out, the trio parted company. Bagu lingered in the now-pitch-black room, drawing in another puff on the pipe before marching off after them. 

	#

	Deacon tried desperately to drift off, but he could not push from his mind the fact that so many figures of legend, beings anticipated even before their own births, were in his presence. 

	Ether, apparently satisfied with the degree of her recovery, stepped from the fire and assumed her human form.

	"A second human. This is just a replacement for that lizard she lost," Ether said with disgust, referring to the young dragon named Myn, who had been a valued companion to Myranda until a battle took the creature’s life. "Her stubborn reliance on lesser beings is sickening, and a threat to us all. How much will this one slow us before it is destroyed?"

	"I will do everything in my power to be a benefit to you," Deacon said, opening his eyes from the latest failed attempt at sleep. "And I would respectfully request you not blame Myranda for any delays or troubles I may cause. She does care deeply for others, and though I can scarcely imagine why you find this a fault, I assure you that, in this instance, the choice to accompany her was my own."

	"You are in no position to make requests, human," Ether said, not even remotely apologetic.

	"Certainly not," Deacon said, hesitantly adding, "but as a firsthand observer of the speed that Myranda has shown in her development, and the skill she has shown in her execution, I do not believe that it is fair or right for her to be viewed as anything other than an asset. She is a truly remarkable person."

	"And what of you? What do you add to our cause besides your refreshingly well-adjusted sense of worth?" Ether asked.

	"Well, my mystical skill would normally be that which I consider my most valuable asset, but in the presence of a being such as you, I feel it pales. However, I have unlocked a number of the secrets of the D'karon language, and more than a bit about their peculiar style of magic that I think may be of great use," Deacon offered.

	"Doubtful," Ether replied.

	"The map," Lain stated.

	"Yes, of course," Deacon said, quickly retrieving the rugged piece of parchment.

	It was unfurled before Lain and his eyes pored over it.

	"These marks are D'karon forts. I am certain of it now. The other markings, here, are some sort of ranking system, a priority or value, and these others have something to do with classification. I haven't fully determined their meanings. This mark is an identifier, not a name, but some sort of designation. I've been able to determine that the D'karon consider the Northern Capital to be a key stronghold, but it is second in importance to something a fair distance north of it," he explained.

	Lain's finger traced downward along the map. In his mind, he counted off the days, weighing the roughness of the terrain against the likelihood of their discovery. In his years of traversing the land unseen, he remembered encountering many of these forts marked on the map. Alone, he'd seldom had to give them a second glance, but with the others . . . and while they were being actively sought . . . It was unlikely that he could risk straying near to any of them. What was left was a razor- thin path that was midway between cities and forts, at times dangerously close to each. 

	Deacon could not help but notice the route he was planning; he had been told of Lain's desire to take Ivy to safety by bringing her to the far south, past the battlefront--and, he hoped, out of the reach of the D’karon.

	"I know you worry about Ivy. If she truly is Chosen, then her place is by your side. You cannot leave her behind and expect to succeed. You must trust in fate," Deacon urged.

	"Fate has done quite enough for my kind," Lain stated.

	"Leave him. You say that you have determined something about their magic. What is it that you believe that you have learned?" the shapeshifter asked.

	"Oh, yes," he said, sitting down on the ground and rummaging through his bag. "I've spoken to Myranda about this. These crystals, they have the peculiar property of drawing in any source of mana--the souls of the living, even ambient elemental sources. Once filled, they can be treated, so that when broken they consume the energy while bringing about a desired effect. Conversely, they can be coaxed to release their stolen power, either through a conduit engraved with their runes, or another crystal, or even one of Demont's creations. It would appear from the notes he has taken concerning their creation that--"

	"Yes, yes. The beasts almost universally draw their power from the crystals. I am quite familiar with his creations," Ether said, losing interest.

	"But the most disturbing thing about their magic, as opposed to ours, is that our spells merely re-purpose existing forces, eventually returning all magic from whence it came. The D’karon spells actually consume it, convert the mana completely into the effect, never to return again. Any spell upsets the balance, however slightly. If such spells were rare, then time could repair the damage, but if they are allowed to continue . . ." Deacon explained.

	As Ether listened, her expression grew more grave.

	"And you are certain of this?" she asked.

	"Most certain," Deacon assured her.

	Ether became visibly angered.

	"There is no end to the abominations that they unleash upon this world," she hissed. "What more did you learn from Demont's workshop? What more did you take?"

	Deacon began to slowly empty the contents of his bag out for Ether to inspect. Most repulsed her, but one item drew her attention. It was a case filled with vials. The slender glass containers were tiny and many. Each was labeled with a word or two of the D'karon language. She opened the case and removed a vial, opening it and looking over the liquid within.

	"Blood," she said, "of a lion."

	Each vial was a small sample of the blood of another creature, except for the cases of some of the smaller creatures, when the entire creature was stored in the vial. Ether systematically sampled each. The usefulness of having a sample of so many beasts could not be overstated, as each sample was another form she could swiftly assume, another weapon in her arsenal. None of the other things interested her. 

	When contact had been made with most of the samples, Ether returned them to the case and returned the case to Deacon. When it was stowed, he removed his book and stylus and eagerly began to ask Ether questions regarding the nature and extent of her powers. Perhaps out of the desire for more of his endless praise for her, she indulged him, but her patience for such things was short, and before long she ordered him to be silent. Deacon thanked her and began to expand upon the notes he'd taken on her answers. Perhaps an hour passed without a sound, aside from the hushed rustle of the northern night and the scratch of Deacon's stylus.

	"Deacon," Lain said, breaking the silence.

	The young wizard's head snapped up instantly.

	"Yes," he said, scrambling to his feet.

	"Armories. Barracks. Have you identified which marks might indicate them?" he asked. It would be more important to avoid such places on their path south than mere fortified buildings.

	"Not with any certainty. I believe that I am close to determining that. Might I ask why you wish to know?" Deacon said, glancing over the words on the map once more.

	"This. This is an armory. I have seen it," he said, pointing to one of the black marks.

	"Ah . . . so this . . . and here. They have the same marks. Perhaps armories as well. And . . ." Deacon began.

	"I believe that troops are trained here," Lain said, indicating another fort.

	For several minutes, Deacon combined Lain's observations with his own, and it became clearer and clearer what each mark meant. Before too long, Ivy awoke and groggily approached them. She'd been in the healing sleep for much of the last day and could not sleep any longer.

	"What are you doing?" she asked, curious as to why the pair was hunched over a map.

	"Well, the D'karon have a very strange language. We are hoping to determine what the markings on this map might--" Deacon began to explain.

	"Troop production. Troop production. Research. Prisoner retention. Research. Prisoner retention . . ." Ivy began to recite, pointing to various marks on the map.

	Deacon stared at her in disbelief.

	"You can read this!?" he asked in wonder.

	"Uh-huh . . . you can't?" Ivy asked, tilting her head.

	"Teach me," Deacon said, pulling out his book and setting one of the more cryptic sheets before her.

	"Let's see. 'The energy requirements of' . . . uh . . . well, this word sort of means poison and acid . . . and disease, all at the same time . . . I'll just say poison acid . . . ‘poison acid production are . . . very high. A second' . . . this isn't a word that translates. It is just what they call those crystals. Thir," Ivy said, uncertainly at first.

	"Fine, excellent. Continue, please," Deacon said, almost overflowing with enthusiasm.

	Ivy smiled. Happy to be helping, she continued. "'A second thir crystal will . . . help spread the load . . . but will . . . make for a single point of failure . . .'"

	When Myranda finally could not bring herself to endure the nightmares any longer, she awoke to Ivy merrily filling in the gaps in Deacon's knowledge.

	"No, they aren't numbers. Well, they are like numbers. But they are like measures of . . . distance? It isn't distance, but it is." Ivy struggled to explain, indicating another component of the labels for the forts.

	"What is going on?" Myranda asked.

	"Ivy can read their language! The D'karon language. I think that I almost understand it now," Deacon said.

	"How can you read D'karon?" Myranda asked.

	"I don't know . . . I just know it. I don't think they taught me. But I know I didn't know it until they started teaching me," Ivy tried to explain. "But I've been helping! Look!"

	Myranda looked over the nearly fully-translated map.

	"It looks as though your newest lapdog is not completely without merit," Ether said.

	Myranda's eyes widened at the near compliment coming from so unlikely a source.

	"Enough," Lain said. "We need to move."

	 


Chapter 5

	The loose papers and gems were quickly gathered, horses were mounted, and the group moved off. One horse bore Deacon, the other Ivy and Myranda. Lain and Ether traveled by foot. The latter, for reasons hardly inscrutable, took the form of a snow fox. Lain stayed a dozen paces ahead, straining his senses to be sure that they were not followed. Once again, the emptiness of the north was in their favor, and travel, though slow and cautious, was uneventful. 

	Deacon, with the language he'd been grappling with all but unraveled, found himself with his mind unoccupied, a rare occasion that he sought to avoid. His eyes turned to Ivy.

	She was riding behind Myranda, arms wrapped around her to steady herself. She could not have looked more out of place among the solemn group of warriors. Her eyes were lively and excited. A smile was on her face; she was clearly thrilled to be with the people who cared about her. He only truly knew what he had been told about her, and precious little of that. 

	He reached down into his bag. There was more to be learned, though he hesitated to do so. It was Demont's workshop he had liberated these notes from, after all. He was her creator. Surely she was mentioned. It wasn't long before the bundle of pages devoted to her emerged. 

	Now that the symbols had meaning, the coldness of the process became clear. Notes were carefully taken, speaking of vastly different earlier revisions. Flaws were noted, addressed. The variations from the basis--in this case, Lain--were outlined and recorded. It was every bit a recipe, a procedure. Later pages skewed toward art, dealing with nuances and coloring, clearly still left to be done when she'd been liberated. The details of the connection between mind and soul were listed, with potential difficulties. Finally, there was a series of sketches of the various stages of development. The nearest that the notes came to discussing her as an individual came in the description of the "extractor" that contained "Epidime's contribution."

	It was her soul. No name. No history. Just another component in the final product. There was nothing describing her as a person, because, to him, she was never anything but a concoction. The last few lines he'd scribed spoke of the level of development when the "vessel" would be "sufficient." This final word, it would seem, assumed all of the wonder and splendor of life. A body that was completed, able to support the evanescent spark that was the spirit, was "sufficient." 

	As a student, always eager for knowledge, particularly of a mystic nature, he had never turned away from anything. This made him recoil. These things Epidime had done were the tasks of gods, and yet he spoke of them with sterility and detachment.

	A motion out of the corner of his eye distracted him. Ivy had slipped off of the back of Myranda's horse and was jogging over to his. He quickly began to stow the papers, but the last was still in his hands as she hopped onto the back of his horse. She noticed it and reached around to snatch it from his fingers.

	"Is this . . . is this me?" she asked.

	"I-I believe so," he said, anxiously eying the page that she held. It fortunately bore only a handful of markings, nothing that might upset her. Mostly measurements.

	"It looks like me. Why am I standing like that, with my arms held out? Did you draw this?" she asked.

	"I didn't," he said. "Would you like me to?"

	"I'll do it! I am very good!" Ivy twittered eagerly.

	He fetched his book and the stylus and she quickly set to work. He nearly led the horse off course trying to watch her, prompting her to scold him to keep it steady. Before long, she was finished and she presented it proudly.

	"I made some mistakes. I don't look at myself very often," she said.

	The work was truly exquisite. She'd managed to capture every ounce of the playfulness and innocence he'd been admiring earlier. More telling, perhaps, was the pair of scribbled out errors. Each was a barely roughed-out form. It was difficult to determine what they were, but they were not malthropes.

	"I must say, it is far better than I could do. How did you learn to do such fine work?" he asked.

	"I don't know, I just can. You should hear me play . . . oh . . . no!" Ivy pouted. "My violin. I left it. I . . . we have to go back."

	Myranda cast a sympathetic glance that at once soothed Ivy and made it clear that it could not be.

	"I really am very good at that, too," she said dejectedly.

	"Well, the least you can do is sign your work," he said, offering the book and stylus to her again.

	She nodded, hesitating briefly before making a large, stylized I and V.

	"It would have been better if I wasn't on horseback. Can I draw some more when we stop for the day?" she asked.

	"Well, of course," Deacon said.

	With the exception of a brief retreat to the nearest cover as a black carriage crept along ahead of them and out of sight, the rest of the night's journey went by without incident. Their path took a fairly sharp westward turn, and they found themselves at the foot of the mountain that ran the length of the north. They were on the western edge of the Low Lands. If the sun had been up, Ravenwood would be visible to the south. As it was, a shallow cave would serve as shelter for the night, with food supplied by Lain's remarkable hunting skill. Ether started a fire and vanished into it as she always did.

	"Do you feel any better?" Deacon asked, concerned for Myranda, who still seemed distant, the act of taking a life still heavy on her mind.

	After a long pause, Myranda answered, "I will be all right . . . I just. I can't . . . What if I do it again?"

	"Myranda, listen to me. You know yourself better than I. Do you honestly believe that you will let that happen? You didn't know that Arden was not to blame, that he was not Epidime, and now that you know, you will not make that mistake again. You just have to trust yourself," Deacon said. "I cannot even imagine you taking the lives of the innocent unless there was no other choice."

	"I . . . I don't want to be the sort of person who to whom this sort of thing comes easily," Myranda muttered, tears in her eyes threatening to roll down her cheeks.

	"Do not fool yourself," Lain said.

	All eyes turned to him.

	"It never becomes easy. It takes tremendous effort to bring yourself to take a life. The only change that comes is a keener sense of when it has to be done. It makes the decision a quicker one to make, not an easier one," he instructed.

	Of all the heroes in attendance, Lain was the one most experienced in the matter. He was, after all, an assassin. From time to time, Myranda had wondered what type of a man could do such a thing. Did he have a heart at all? Did he feel any guilt, any pain when he took a life? This was the first glimpse she'd been given. As the words began to sink in, Ether stepped from the flames and spoke. As usual, it was anything but helpful.

	"Besides. The fact of the next death on your hands is already established," Ether said, assuming her human form once more.

	Deacon, Myranda, and Ivy all turned their heads and cast the same look of anger.

	"Ether, when are you going to learn that you should never, ever talk?" Ivy asked irately.

	"Ignore it if you must, but any creature that curls in Myranda's lap without bearing the Mark is doomed. The lizard was first and now Deacon," Ether tossed off casually.

	"Don't you dare wish death upon him!" Myranda raged, rushing forward at Ether.

	Ivy found herself in the uncommon role of trying to hold Myranda back.

	"Calm down. It is all right. You know she is too stupid to know what she is saying," Ivy said.

	Ether scoffed and made ready to retort when Deacon spoke up.

	"Ether is probably right," Deacon said.

	Ivy looked to him with confusion.

	"You know you don't have to agree with everything she says," Ivy huffed.

	"The prophecy never explicitly says that the mortals who aid you will die, but the phrase 'tasks which no mortal could survive' is not an uncommon one. Indeed, most interpretations of the prophecy predict that even one of the Chosen will not survive the journey. I harbor no illusions that I am anything more than a mortal, and as such I must accept the very real possibility of my own death," he explained.

	"I won't let that happen. I don't care what we face. I will not let you die!" Myranda declared.

	"This is--" Ether began.

	"You shut your mouth before he agrees with you again! And Deacon! Not another word! Everyone just be quiet for a while!" Ivy ordered authoritatively.

	Ether crossed her arms and turned to Lain.

	"Surely you agree with--" she attempted.

	"Silence," he interjected.

	When Ether reluctantly complied, Ivy crossed her arms and huffed again triumphantly. For once, she was the one reining in the emotions of others. Tensions were slow to ease, a fact that Ivy decided needed work as well. She borrowed Deacon's book and stylus and directed him to sit beside Myranda.

	"I want to show you what a good artist I am, so help me out by putting a smile on. This will look much better if the two of you are happy," she said, carefully positioning them, placing Deacon's arm across Myranda's shoulder.

	"I didn't know you were an artist, Ivy," Myranda remarked.

	"Oh, yes, an excellent one. You should see what she--" Deacon eagerly offered.

	"Shush. And look at me. This won't take long and you two can take a look at what I can do when I'm not bopping around on a horse's back," Ivy said.

	After a few minutes, and a number of minor adjustments and instructions, Ivy was finished. The rendering was astonishing, even ignoring the fact that it was done in virtually no time. It had a tremendous amount of detail, while still having a definite style to it. This was a portrait intended to describe not just what the pair looked like, but who they were, and it did a remarkable job. She marked the portrait with her name and then turned to Lain and Ether.

	"We may as well capture the other two lovebirds," Ivy said, plopping down before them and quickly setting to work.

	"Lovebirds?" Myranda questioned.

	"Oh, you didn't know? Ether is in love with Lain," Ivy said with a smirk as she worked.

	"The little beast doesn't know what she is talking about," Ether retorted.

	"She gave Lain permission to love her instead of me," Ivy snorted.

	"I was offering Lain an alternative to being distracted by you," Ether hissed.

	"Well he didn't take you up on it, did he." She giggled again.

	"Ivy, it isn't nice to make fun," Myranda scolded, all the while trying to keep from laughing herself.

	Truthfully, this glimpse into the way Ether truly felt made Myranda respect her much more. They were not so different after all. By the time the second sketch was through, the mood had lightened greatly. Ether was, of course, silently furious, but the remarks she had made were nearly forgotten. The drawing of the other Chosen was, if anything, even more remarkable than the one that preceded it. The quiet dignity and nobility of Lain came through, and somehow Ether's aloofness and transitory nature seemed to leap out at the viewer.

	"Do you mind if I keep drawing?" Ivy asked after showing off her latest work.

	"Don't fill up Deacon's book," Myranda said.

	"Oh, I assure you she can't do that. Watch," Deacon said, taking the book and riffling through the blank pages.

	After a few seconds, it became clear that the stack of fresh pages was not getting any smaller. He then flipped a few pages back and the artwork that should have been buried in hundreds of blank pages revealed itself.

	"It will never run out. Every note I have ever written is still in this book, and I have a second that features every last page of our library, but it is no larger than this. I used to do much of my research at night, and the library was off limits at that time, so I received special permission to create a book that would link to it all. For some reason, the spells that deal with the books and my stylus are virtually the only ones that will work through that confounded mountainside without any difficulty," he explained.

	Ivy blinked again.

	"So does that mean I can?" Ivy asked.

	"Later, when we are into Ravenwood. For now, rest," Lain said.

	"Oh. All right," Ivy said reluctantly.

	That day passed quickly, rest finally coming easily to all. When they mounted and set off the next day, it was with renewed speed. As before, the denseness and size of Ravenwood would make tracking them difficult, and discovering them all but impossible. It had been just less than an hour away when they had sought shelter the night before, so in almost no time, they were among the trees. As the thicket closed behind them, a tenseness was lifted. The nagging feeling of fear, that any corner hid eyes that might betray them to their enemies, quickly faded away. 

	When Myranda had first set foot in this place, it had been with fear. The forest itself had held the dangers that she shrunk away from. Now it was a savior.

	Ivy seemed excited by the new surroundings. For her, there was much more to experience. There was a symphony of sounds and a banquet of smells that was lost to Myranda and Deacon. This was the first she'd seen of a true forest. She was a bundle of energy, switching between riding with Myranda and riding with Deacon, and even occasionally running up to be with Lain from time to time. Lain tended to ignore her. He was far too engaged with his diligent watch for anything that might threaten them. Ether, however, was quite the opposite. She typically took her human form when the young creature drew near and delivered a short but scalding string of threats and insults to chase her away.

	There was certainly something to that talk about her affection for Lain. She'd become downright possessive of him. She had even taken to remaining among the flames only as long as necessary so that she might sit beside him during the times that the others rested. He would drift into his warrior's sleep and she would stare at him with eyes that, despite her considerable efforts, betrayed the tiniest hint of longing.

	It was late in the second day's travel in Ravenwood when Myranda began to feel uneasy. There was something she recognized about this place. It was madness to suppose that she was able to recognize the trees and stones, and yet this stretch of the woods seemed familiar. Soon, she knew why. Four swords stood, mostly buried in the snow. Three still bore helmets, a fourth with one nearby. She'd spent a night here. She'd found Myn here, ages ago. It had been during her first brush with mystic training. The dragon had run off from the tower where the girl was being taught. Despite the urging of her teacher, she’d gone after the little creature, and found her near death in this very stretch of forest. She’d managed to save the creature that day, but only just. 

	A shudder went through her. It did not go unnoticed by Deacon.

	"Wolloff is near here," Myranda said, hoping to deflect the question that would surely come.

	"Wolloff . . . the white wizard. The gentleman who gave you your introduction to magic," Deacon recalled.

	"I wouldn't call him a gentleman, but yes, that is him," she said.

	Deacon raised his eyebrows, remarking, "I do wish we weren't in such a hurry. It might be interesting to visit with a fellow spellcaster. At the very least he deserves congratulations for starting you off so well."

	"He isn't the type to welcome visitors," she said.

	"That's just fine with me. I like having this time alone with my family," Ivy said, as she finished off another sketch and returned Deacon's book to him.

	"Family?" Myranda asked with a grin.

	"Well, what would you call it?" Ivy said. "We travel together, we help each other, and if we are all Chosen, then that means that all of us can trace ourselves back to the gods. So that means we are all related, sort of. Except Deacon."

	"I never thought of it that way," Myranda quipped.

	"And nor should you. The gods created me. I was not born. Thus I have no parents, no siblings, no family. I am unique," Ether objected.

	"You just don't want to admit that you and I have something in common," Ivy said tauntingly.

	"We share nothing but a common purpose," Ether growled.

	Ivy rolled her eyes. As she opened her mouth to retort, Lain raised his hand to silence her. He began to stalk slowly into the woods, motioning for the others to follow. Minutes passed before the others noticed anything out of the ordinary. First came the tracks. Fresh. A pair of horses. Then, emerging from the darkness as they approached it, a tree with a sheet of paper nailed to it. 

	Lain approached it. As his eyes scanned over it, a visible fury came over him. He tore the paper from the tree and threw it to the ground, rushing ahead. The others followed. There was another paper, and another. Before long, every tree in sight had a page affixed. Lain was shaking with anger, his clawed fingers scoring deep gashes in the tree as he tore away another page. Myranda tore down a page of her own and read it.

	"What is it?" Deacon asked.

	"Names. Nothing but names," she replied.

	"Do you recognize them?" he asked, removing a page as well.

	"None of them," she said.

	Lain drew in a long, slow breath and turned to something in the distance. He removed his sword, sheath and all, from his belt and handed it to Myranda.

	"Do not follow," he warned.

	Lain rushed into the darkness. His motion was less measured than usual. His footfalls, normally silent, betrayed his path with each pounding, crunching step. They retreated quickly into the trees until they could no longer be heard. What followed was a long silence. It was broken by a horrible noise, like the roar of a beast mixed with a glimmer of voice. It came again, the second time accompanied by a cry that was vaguely human. Then more silence. 

	When the crunching footsteps returned, they were slower, less driven. Lain emerged from the darkness. The anger was still clear in his eyes, but he seemed more composed. He approached. His hands were coated with black, and more of it stained his mouth, chin, and chest. He spat something on the ground.

	"Where is the nearest fort?" he asked, prompting Deacon to swiftly begin digging for his map.

	"What did you do?" Myranda asked nervously.

	"What had to be done," he replied, taking his sword back.

	"The nearest fort is northwest of here. It is one of twelve forts labeled 'Final Reserve.' It seems to be a rather poorly guarded one," he said.

	Lain looked over the map and set off quickly, the others having to scramble to avoid losing sight of him.

	"What has gotten into him?" Deacon called over the sound of the pounding hooves.

	"I don't know!" Myranda replied, trying unsuccessfully to look at the flapping paper without guiding her horse into a tree.

	She caught a glimpse of a name here and there. What could make Lain completely reverse his decision? What about these names could make him change his mind about taking Ivy to the south? Perhaps . . . 

	"All of the names are Tresson," she called to Deacon.

	"I fail to see the relevance," he replied.

	"Well . . . we were heading to Tressor. We were trying to find people that he trusted," she said.

	"Are you suggesting . . . these are the names of those people?" he asked.

	"What else would explain it?" Myranda asked.

	"No . . . no, that must be it . . . but there are so many!" he said. "Lain doesn't strike me as the sort to make so many friends!"

	"I don't think they are friends . . . I think they owe him," Myranda said.

	"It doesn't matter, right? If they know about them, then I won't be safe there, right? I won't be safe anywhere, right?" Ivy said enthusiastically.

	She was happy, so much so that the faint telltale yellow aura began to appear. It was not the sort of realization that should prompt such a reaction, but it meant something very different to her than it did to the others.

	"And that means there is nowhere you can leave me! I have to stay with you!" she almost sang.

	"No!" Ether cried.

	She shifted to her wind form and soared to Lain's side.

	"Tell them they are wrong! Tell them you've simply found a faster way to take her there! Tell them you've found a better place to leave her! Tell them!" she demanded.

	Lain kept his eyes resolutely ahead, offering nothing in reply but his deep, rhythmic breaths.

	"No. No! I will take her! Entwell will be safe! Damn the waterfall, I can get her there! I will take her over the blasted mountains and down the cliff if I must. That thing must not be allowed to fight beside us! She is a liability! She is a threat! She does not deserve to be near you!" the gusting form cried in a mixed plea and demand.

	"If you could have done so . . . You would have by now," Lain said, the strain of the sprint beginning to show. "I can only keep her safe . . . if she is by my side. She will only be safe . . . from the D'karon forever . . . if the D'karon are gone . . . forever."

	Ether continued her begging, growing almost desperate, but Lain was silent. He led the others farther in those last few hours than they had gone in the entire previous day. 

	They were heading toward a pass in the mountains just to the south. Oddly, the map indicated that it led to a large and vital road that ran the length of the mountain range. Myranda had lived all of her life in the north, and she had neither seen nor heard of this road even once. Even having seen it on the map was not enough to convince her. The cost and effort to keep a road through the mountains maintained made it an act of idiocy to even propose such a thing. 

	When the group finally settled down to a long overdue rest at the mouth of the pass, Lain forewent the hunt, entering his trance and leaving the others to pick at the meager provisions and leftovers they had managed to set aside beside an equally meager fire. Typically, Ether would take advantage of the flames. Instead, she sat sullenly beside Lain, her furious gaze locked on Ivy, who had pranced over and sat beside Lain, resting her head on his shoulder. Myranda was settling down for sleep when she noticed Deacon was leafing through a book rather than doing the same.

	"Deacon, that can wait. You will need your rest," Myranda advised.

	"I know, but . . . I just can't put this down. It is so . . . new . . . so different," he said, trying briefly to set it aside before turning his eyes eagerly back to the pages.

	"What do you mean?" she asked.

	"Now that Ivy has filled most of the gaps in my understanding of this language, I can read the spell book. I've . . . never seen anything that has even approached the subject matter that this book covers," he said.

	"How can that be? I thought your colleagues were the best in their fields. How can there be something you've never seen?" she wonders.

	"Well, as you know, there are a number of practices that my fellow wizards at Entwell frown upon. I happen to be the foremost authority in . . . well, all of them. However, there are two that we are explicitly forbidden to perform, or even pursue beyond theory," he said. "The first is any act that can interfere in any way with past events--time travel and the like. The second is any act that contacts another physical realm--summoning creatures, opening gateways, even communicating with creatures on another plane. These D'karon . . . they have based their entire practice around the latter of these forbidden arts. There is a fragment of a spell for opening a path to some other world that is presented with solemn reverence. It is almost a prayer to them."

	"Why would such practices be forbidden to you?" Myranda asked.

	"It has been known to the elders of Entwell that the threat that the Chosen were to face would come from outside of this world. They believed that such a threat could be at least delayed and at best prevented if it was assured that no contact with other realms was ever made. Clearly, fate would not be so easily denied," he said. "And now I am left with no knowledge of how to combat such a tactic. Though I can determine the spell to open such a gateway from what is written here, I cannot determine how to close one. It is possible . . . that there is no way to close one . . ."

	"There must be a way," Myranda said.

	"I am not so certain. Do you remember when Epidime escaped in the town? He opened a portal. It closed behind him and sent out a shock wave. I don't believe that is an intended effect of the spell. It felt like a backlash, as through the will of the spell was pulled from it before it had time to complete. That was merely the remaining magic spilling off in a raw form," he said.

	"I don't understand," Myranda replied.

	"Neither do I, not entirely, but . . . once a portal is allowed to fully open, I don't think that even they would know how to close it," he said anxiously.

	"Do you suppose that such a portal already exists?" Myranda asked.

	"Well, it looks from Demont's notes that the nearmen, the dragoyles--everything that we've faced thus far--were designed and produced in this world . . . but the generals themselves must have gotten here somehow," he stated gravely.

	It was that chilling thought that would accompany Myranda to sleep that night. It was not enough to overcome her exhaustion, however. She closed her eyes and let slumber take her.

	 


Chapter 6

	As the haziness of sleep drew over her, Myranda found herself in a familiar place. A dark field. No sky, no trees. There was a cold wind rustling past her. Far in the distance was a vague, flickering light. She pulled her cloak closer and hurried toward it. The ground became rocky and increasingly entangled with black, thorny vines. After what seemed like hours, she came to the source of the light. There was a vast, tarnished metal structure. It was hopelessly entwined in the vines, and here and there embedded with broken glass. Inside, a flame barely clung to an oily piece of cloth. 

	She stepped back and looked over the hulking metal device. It was twisted, almost unrecognizable, but slowly it too became familiar. It was a lantern. Massive, misshapen, but unmistakable. The cold grew more intense. She stepped closer, trying to draw some warmth from the flame. Suddenly, there was a creaking sound. The vines began to creep over the form, drawing it tighter. She pulled at them. Something told her that she could not allow this to happen. This source of light could not be allowed to remain in their grip. The thorns tore at her hands and would not relent. The flame inside fizzled and sputtered, finally sparking. An ember touched a vine and fire swept over it. The others shuddered and peeled away. Inside, the fire flared, the light suddenly blinding, filling the field.

	#

	Myranda's eyes opened. She was with the others once more. The dream had been intense and vivid. The dark field had crept into her dreams before, but she hadn’t had to suffer the terrible visions of it for some time. She quietly hoped she wouldn’t have to see them again anytime soon. The chilling imagery made the icy forest around her seem warm and safe by comparison. Lain was finishing a freshly-caught meal. Ivy was leaning against a tree, enthusiastically finishing her own share. Ether was finally in her usual place in the fire. Deacon had not moved. Pages were scattered all around him, his eyes rimmed with red. It was clear he had not slept.

	"Deacon. Have you been at that all night?" Myranda asked.

	"Hmm? Oh, you are awake. Well, it was day, not night, but yes," he replied.

	"Have you found anything?" she asked.

	"Very little. I . . . I have been able to determine that if counterspells do exist, they are not a part of their practices. They . . . do not undo their own work. They design spells to perform an action and complete. If an end is not implicit to the spell, the spell does not end. I've never seen anything like it," he said.

	"There is no way to stop it?" Myranda said.

	"There are ways. The spell can be deprived of its source of power. It can be rendered incomplete. Perhaps . . . perhaps a counter can be developed, but it will need to be developed from nothing. And it will have to be cast with at least equal power to the original spell. Unless it is poorly crafted, which it quite likely will be. In that case it will require much, much more," he said.

	His voice was shaky, nervous. It was as though his own words terrified him.

	"If that is what it takes, then that is what shall be done," she said.

	"But the power it takes to open a portal for one is considerable. I may be able to muster it alone. If the portal is much larger, perhaps, perhaps, Ivy, Ether, you, and I might be able to work as one to close it. Much larger than that . . ." He shuddered.

	Myranda placed a hand on his shoulder.

	"Deacon. When the time comes, we will do what we can. Fate will have to handle the rest," she said.

	"Eat. We need to move soon," Lain interrupted, dropping their share in front of them.

	It was a snow rabbit, and it had been roasted already.

	"Try it! Lain let me cook it! I think I did a very good job!" Ivy chirped.

	Myranda and Deacon ate their share. It was nearly raw, but edible. Nevertheless, both claimed that it was exquisite. Deacon’s own praise was carefully worded to avoid outright lying, but his diplomacy was greeted by a warm glow and warmer smile. Lain prepared himself and the others mounted, but before they could move out, Ivy turned to the south.

	"Do you smell that?" she said.

	Lain turned.

	"Stay here . . . join me where the pass opens to the road . . . use your best judgment and tell me what you learn. Ivy, Ether. Follow," Lain said.

	Without further explanation, he took Ivy by the hand and led her quickly into the pass.

	"Wait, what's going on?" Ivy objected.

	"Just go with Lain. We will follow in a moment," Myranda said.

	Reluctantly, Ivy did so, with Ether whisking windily behind.

	"What do we do now?" Deacon asked.

	"Wait," she replied.

	It was not a long wait. The distant sound of hoofbeats could soon be heard. There were quite a few. Possibly a dozen. Myranda waited tensely. The first of the strangers came into view. Myranda took her staff into her hand and took in a slow breath. As they drew nearer to the yet-to-be-extinguished fire, Myranda heaved the breath out as a sigh of relief.

	"Caya!" she called out.

	"Myranda?" came the reply.

	Indeed it was she, the wild-eyed, wild-spirited leader of a rebel group known as the Undermine. The outlaws, as one of the few groups of northerners opposed to the war, had crossed paths with Myranda many times, and they tended to be of great help to one another. She leapt from the back of her mount to grasp Myranda's hand in a firm shake and give her a slap on the back. The others with her approached into the light. Among them was Tus, Caya's second-in-command who had the physique, disposition, and verbal prowess of a bull elephant. 

	The others with them were new to her. They looked as one might expect, a mismatched group of men and women too old, too young, or too infirm to do battle. They were those who had not already been snatched up by the Alliance Army, and every last one of them had lost too much to the war to stand by and let it continue. Curiously, despite the fact she'd not seen a single one of them before, they all seemed to recognize Myranda immediately.

	"It is you. I should have known you wouldn't have gone into hiding. Not the biggest thorn in the side of the Alliance in the history of the war," Caya said proudly. "Are you being followed?"

	"Well, very likely, actually," Myranda answered.

	This prompted a cheer from the others.

	"I knew it! Tus, you were right to demand this woman as your wife," she said with a smile.

	Deacon's expression changed to a confused and slightly anxious one.

	"What brings you to my neck of the woods?" Caya asked.

	"If only I had the time to tell you," Myranda said.

	"In a rush? Anything we might lend a hand with?" Caya asked with a wink.

	"No doubt we could use it, but the others I'm working with are slow to accept others," Myranda said.

	"Assassins are like that," Caya said, nodding knowingly.

	This time Myranda's expression changed as well. How could she know about Lain?

	"What . . . what did you say?" Myranda asked

	"I suppose you haven't seen them yet. Tus, dig out one of the posters," Caya ordered.

	Tus revealed a large poster, dominated by a sketch of herself, Lain, Ivy, and Ether's human form. Each was accompanied by a brief description. A price was offered for the capture of each, with the stipulation that they be brought in alive. It was similarly made abundantly clear that they all were of the highest of risk, and nothing should be held back in the pursuit of disabling them. Myranda's eyes lingered on the entry for Ivy. There was a sentence or two of additional information, which wasn't surprising. What was surprising was the nature of the information. It spoke of her history . . . 

	"These are showing up in every town and on every sign post," Caya said, interrupting her thoughts. "I've never seen anything like it. Naturally, we are trying to eliminate them. The last thing you need is people knowing that you are working with the Red Shadow, but even with half of the Undermine working on it, they are going up more quickly than we can take them down. They started showing up just a few days ago."

	Myranda gravely handed it back, but Caya pushed it away.

	"Keep it. We've got over a hundred of them. These fine recruits were able to capture a black carriage filled with them. Though I notice this fellow isn't featured," Caya said, indicating Deacon. "A new addition to Myranda's Militia? Or are you a hostage?"

	"I am with them, most assuredly. The name is Deacon," Deacon quickly answered, folding the proclamation poster and slipping it into his bag.

	"Well, Deacon, good to have you on our side. If Myranda would choose you to fight the good fight beside her, then I am sure that you will be an asset. Speaking of assets, while I appreciate that you may be better off without us for the time being, I am afraid that the same cannot be said for us," Caya said. "We've only just managed to relocate Wolloff."

	"How did you manage that?" Myranda asked.

	"Several weeks of convincing, and several more of lugging books. At any rate, it will be months before we can have another mystic healer, and there is a limit to the work our traditional clerics can do," Caya said.

	"Caya, I--" Myranda began.

	"I know that you've got yourself tangled up in something a bit more important, but I think you can spare a few moments to deal with the soldiers in attendance. And, while you are at it, perhaps we can partake of a sample or two of our current treatments," Caya said, pulling a flask from her belt.

	Myranda nodded.

	"I think I can spare a few minutes," Myranda said with a reluctant grin.

	A few small groups of scout units were gathered, bringing the number of soldiers to twenty-three. Not a single one of them was in what Myranda would call good health. Arms that should have been in splints and slings. Ankles that could scarcely support any weight. Broken bones. Infected lacerations. The telltale signs of many battles gone badly.

	"How has all of this been happening?" Myranda asked as she willed another rib into place.

	"Even with you and yours distracting most of the attentions of the soldiers behind the front, this is a very dirty business," Caya said. "You've been very deep in this. Perhaps too deep to see or hear what has been happening. Not surprising. It has been rather discreet. Supply lines are being choked off, severed."

	"I suppose you should be very proud," Myranda said.

	"Not to the AA--by the AA," she said. "Supply lines vital to the survival of many large cities are being re-routed. The situation is getting serious."

	"Why would they be doing that?" Myranda asked.

	"We've intercepted dozens of messages ordering it. None with a motivation, none with a destination for the rerouted supplies. Have some, would you?" Caya said, sloshing the flask in front of Myranda.

	"I doubt that would help my focus," Myranda said.

	"I can handle the rest. Enjoy," Deacon said.

	Myranda looked at Caya.

	"Don't make me force you," she said with a grin.

	Myranda reluctantly took a sip. Caya tipped the edge of the flask up, turning it into a sputtering gulp. It felt like fire running down her throat.

	"There. That's much more like it," Caya said. "A little bit of liquid courage never did any harm. And this reunion, however brief, is one worth celebrating."

	Myranda coughed a bit more.

	"You and I have a different idea of what constitutes a celebration," Myranda gagged.

	"Perhaps. So . . . you really trust the Red Shadow?" Caya asked.

	The Red Shadow was another name for Lain. More accurately, it was the name of a legend he'd constructed to obscure the truth. Every assassination he'd performed, along with no doubt hundreds that he hadn't, were attributed to the mythic Red Shadow. Some saw him as a champion, striking down the wealthy and corrupt. Others saw him as a terrible menace. All feared him.

	"I do trust him. With my life," Myranda said.

	"Just what is on the horizon for you?" she prodded further.

	"I don't know for certain. But he has finally agreed that this war must end," Myranda said.

	"Mmm. Funny. The Alliance made a few token gestures to stop him when he was a murderer on an unprecedented scale, but now that he has turned his efforts squarely against the war, they plaster his face everywhere they can manage. It certainly makes it clear what their priorities are," Caya said with a sneer, taking another swig.

	She turned to look at Deacon with her men.

	"He certainly doesn't take his time. Just finishing up. Well, I won't keep you from your task. I only have one more thing to ask of you," Caya said.

	"You know I will do what I can," Myranda said.

	"If this doesn't work, whatever it is--if you find yourself without an ally and the war is still raging--come to us. You are too valuable a person to be squandered on a single attempt," Caya requested earnestly.

	"I intend to give all I have to this cause. There won't be anything left if it fails," Myranda said.

	Caya smiled.

	"Here's to giving all you have! May it always be enough!" Caya said, raising her flask. 

	The others joined in and a long toast was tipped back.

	She dug through her saddle bag and produced a bottle, sloppily refilling her flask.

	"Here," she said, tossing the engraved silver canister to Myranda. "I may not be with you at the moment of triumph, but at least I can make sure you celebrate it properly. Now go. I'll tend to the fire. Best not to keep the other enemies of the state waiting."

	Myranda and Deacon bid farewell and mounted their steeds to a cheer from the Undermine soldiers they left behind. When they were far enough into the mouth of the pass that he felt that they would not be heard, Deacon spoke.

	"That large gentleman, Tus . . . he proposed to you?" Deacon asked.

	"I wouldn't call it a proposal. More statement that I would be his wife," she said.

	"Has . . . has that happened before?" Deacon asked.

	"No. Why the sudden interest?" Myranda asked.

	"Well, I . . . When you first came to Entwell, it was hard for me to imagine what you'd come from. What you'd left behind. You may as well have been born that day. I suppose it is only natural that I am not the only man to realize what a wonderful person you are," Deacon said.

	"It wasn't like that at all, Deacon. I'd just helped him escape from a prison," she said, trying to set his mind at ease.

	"I see . . . but. There have been others. I mean . . ." Deacon began.

	"I've had a few associates, but seldom for very long. When I was still with my uncle, I could barely get past learning a boy's name, and since he died, well, I really haven't been in one place long enough to get to know someone. What about you?" Myranda said.

	"No one. As I've said, I have known all of the people in Entwell since I was born. They are like an extended family. The thought of romance never even came to mind," he said.

	"Really . . . I . . . never imagined I could have that effect on someone," she said, blushing.

	"Well, I . . . ahem . . ." Deacon attempted. "Er . . . I didn't mean to make you feel uncomfortable. I just--"

	Myranda shook her head and smiled.

	"It is all right . . . Deacon," she said, her face turning serious. "Did you look at the proclamation poster?"

	"I didn't. I was curious, though. There are descriptions. Are they accurate?" he asked as he retrieved it.

	"See for yourself," she said.

	"Myranda. Known murderer and Tresson sympathizer. Possesses training in the mystic arts, in violation of Alliance law. Guilty of treason. The Red Shadow. Infamous mass murderer, notorious assassin. Skilled warrior. Ether. Extremely powerful mystic. Shapeshifter. Indifferent to mortal life. IV. Highly volatile. Artistic prodigy. Student of . . . Lucia Celeste," he said. "Was . . . was that?"

	"My mother," Myranda said.

	"It can't be true," Deacon assured here.

	"Can't it? The rest is true . . . or, at least, it is now. We know that she was something before they changed her. And if she is a prodigy, then she is one of the original Chosen. Clearly they want us captured. There is no reason why they would have felt differently then. Look at what happened back there where we found Lain and the others. They fairly destroyed that city trying to capture us . . . and she was in Kenvard, all of those years ago. They did it then, too. It was because of her, Deacon . . ." She struggled to say, a lump in her throat. "They destroyed Kenvard . . . to get her!"

	The tears broke through as she fought to keep from sobbing.

	"Myranda, please . . . Don't do this to yourself," Deacon pleaded.

	"He knew just what to say. That line about my mother. It does no good to anyone. No one who reads it will remember her. No one will even know she was from Kenvard. But he knew I would see it," she said with a wavering voice.

	"Who?" Deacon asked.

	"Epidime. He was in my head. He knew just what it would take. He knew I would make the connection and only I could," she hissed. "The other names. The ones from Lain's book. They were his idea, too. I feel it. His fingers. Manipulating all of this. I can almost feel him in my head, even now."

	"What good does it do him to lead you to this?" Deacon asked.

	"Ivy . . . is the reason my family is dead!" she replied.

	"It wasn't her--" Deacon began.

	"I know, I know!" she interrupted. "It wasn't her fault. She didn't know they were coming. She couldn't have done anything to stop it. She didn't make the decision to stay. Do you really think any of that matters? Do you think knowing that will let me face her without feeling the pain all over again? How can I fight beside her when I know, in my heart, that if it weren't for her, everyone I love would still be alive? My life would not have been cast away, all of those thousands of lives would not have been trampled. When she was born . . . she doomed them all!"

	"Myranda, this is just what Epidime wants to happen! You can't let him control you like this!" Deacon urged.

	"What do you know!? How could you even imagine how I feel? All of my life, I have been torn apart. Adrift. I spent years blaming the soldiers who swept over us. The soldiers who failed to turn them away, but none of it made any sense. It was too quick, too big. Somehow, after so long, I'd almost been able to get past it. Now to have it re-awakened! To have the pain come back! And to have a face put on it! The face of a friend! Do you really believe that I can just put it behind me?" she cried.

	"Myranda. I left all of the people that I ever cared about behind when I came here. I know they aren't dead, but they may as well be. I'll never see them again. Worse, I know that those who do remember me will remember me in disgrace. But I did it. I left them forever. And I do not regret it. Because I know that coming here had a greater meaning. I knew that finding you would make me whole, and helping you would save the world. That is what the people gave their lives for. They aren't victims; they are martyrs of this war. You must remember that," he said.

	Myranda's gaze hung low, her eyes too clouded with tears to see. After a moment, she looked up. There was an opening ahead. The others would meet them soon. She wiped the tears from her eyes, the icy breeze freezing them to the rough cloth of the cloak.

	 


Chapter 7 

	A few more minutes in the whipping wind and blown snow brought the two wizards to that which Myranda never would have believed could have existed. It was a road. Narrow, to be sure, but better maintained than most she'd seen even in the days before this mad quest. It was unlike anything she'd ever seen. Most roads through the mountains hugged the mountainside or conformed to valleys between, but this one was almost perfectly straight, and nearly level. As the mountains rose up around it, it bored down into them until it was a tunnel disappearing into the inky blackness. From the looks of it, most of the road would be made up of such tunnels. 

	The road itself was made of gravel, and the fact that it was not embedded in a solid mass of ice betrayed the fact that great efforts must have been made to keep this path safe for travel. The one prevalent feature was the pair of ruts that ran in parallel lines along the ground, just the right distance apart to be wagon tracks, and deep enough to have been the result of continuous traffic.

	"What was that all about?" Ivy blurted as they came into view. "Lain said that there were some friends of yours that would be meeting you. Why couldn't I meet them, too?"

	Lain looked at her sternly.

	"It isn't good, Lain. Show him," she stated with measured calmness.

	Deacon pulled out the proclamation and handed it to him. The anger inside of him boiled just below the surface, but it was all too clear to the others.

	"The Undermine is trying to take them down, but they are showing up everywhere," she explained.

	"What? Let me see!" Ivy said, standing on tip toe to look over Lain's shoulder. "There's a picture of me there! Ugh. It looks like it was drawn by the same person who drew that picture of me that Deacon had. They all do. Except Ether."

	Myranda looked about. The shapeshifter was missing.

	"Where is she?" Myranda asked.

	"She went to get food. We aren't going to be able to hunt in the tunnel and she didn't want to be alone with me while Lain went to get food, so she went," Ivy said, with the air of a tattletale.

	"That . . . may not turn out well," Deacon remarked. "She doesn't strike me as the sort that is terribly concerned with exactly what it is that we eat, or the proper way to get it."

	"I wonder how she will bring the food back," Ivy mused absentmindedly. "You don't think she is stupid enough to carry it along with her in the wind, do you?"

	Lain was through looking at the poster. He crumpled it and threw it down.

	"Hey!" Ivy said, snatching it up and carefully unfolding it. "I'm not done looking at that."

	"This changes nothing," Lain growled.

	"When this is all over, it might be difficult to go back to being an assassin if everyone knows what you look like," Myranda said.

	"What happens after this is over doesn't matter," he replied.

	"This must be an old picture of you, Myranda. And you, too, Lain. Look at the hair. Myranda's is shorter. And Lain's is long and tied back," Ivy noticed. "I've never seen either of you look like this. Did Lain ever . . ."

	She looked up to see Myranda's eyes locked resolutely on some indistinct spot on the far wall of the valley. Despite her best efforts, Myranda could not hide the fact that she was not so much looking at something as not looking at Ivy.

	"Is there something wrong, Myranda?" Ivy asked, concerned.

	Deacon placed his hand on her shoulder and gently turned her aside.

	"Myranda learned something when you went ahead. Something she wishes she hadn't. She will be fine, but for now she needs to have some time to think," Deacon explained. "Is that all right?"

	"I . . . guess so," Ivy said, looking to Myranda briefly before turning back to Deacon. "Are you all right? Can I talk to you?"

	"Of course," he replied.

	"Well, these pictures. Demont drew them, I know it. I saw that paper you had. It was Demont's. He drew me the same way as this," she said.

	"Are you sure?" he asked, looking over the drawings.

	"Can't you tell? Look at how it was shaded. The light is always here, the shadow always here. And the way these lines run together. The pictures of Myranda, Lain, and me were drawn by Demont. This one of Ether is different. Why would they do that? Why would they have Demont only draw three of them?" she asked.

	Deacon looked over the drawings yet again. As he did, it became more and more clear to him. What is more, the drawing of Ivy was not precisely accurate. It was identical to one of the design sketches of her. Possibly the very same image copied. What did that mean for the others? If he recalled correctly, both Myranda and Lain had had reasonably long imprisonments with the D'karon, while Ether hadn't. If Demont was the one responsible for crafting Ivy as she was now, and he had taken the time to sketch the others, could that mean that . . . 

	His thoughts were interrupted by both Ivy and Lain suddenly shifting their attentions to the mouth of the pass. They didn't seem concerned, merely interested. Moments later, the stout gray form of a large wolf stalked into view, a pair of gray bags slung around its neck. As it approached them, its form slowly changed; by the time it reached them, it was Ether who stood before them, the bags over her shoulders, and a gray fur cloak on her back.

	"What did you get?" Ivy asked, as she greedily pulled one of the filled-to-bursting bags from her shoulder.

	"As though it would make any difference to you. You would swallow anything I put before you," she replied, lowering the other bag to the ground.

	"Fruit . . . and vegetables . . . fresh!" Ivy said, pulling out various fine samples as proof.

	"And this bag is filled with cured meats? How did you manage all of this?" Deacon asked.

	"Unencumbered by mortals, I can travel quite far in a very short time," she replied.

	"The ones in the middle are still warm from the sun!" Ivy said as she pulled a large and decidedly tropical-looking fruit from the bag.

	"Um . . . unless I've missed my guess, those do not grow anywhere near any of the Northern Alliance kingdoms," Deacon said.

	"Show off," Ivy said. "You didn't run these all the way from wherever they grew as a wolf, did you? I was right, you did fly through the air with these."

	"I was not seen," she replied.

	"No, but I bet the fruit was," Ivy said.

	Deacon snickered.

	"What is it, human? Do you intend to mock me for my superiority as well?" she sneered.

	"No . . . It is just that . . . I imagined the poor fellow who saw you in transit and is trying to convince his friend that he saw a migratory coconut," he struggled to say without laughing as he held up the fruit in question.

	"Laugh all you wish. The simple fact of the matter is that not even Lain could have provided the provisions I have in the time I have," she said.

	"It is time," Lain said, ignoring the squabble.

	The group set off, taking their nourishment as they went. Myranda eagerly partook of the fruits and vegetables. Ivy and Lain didn't seem to mind subsisting on meat alone, but in the days that she'd been relying upon the game he was able to capture, Myranda had begun to feel an all too familiar sense of weakness. Neither human had ever tasted the fruits offered before, and Ivy was eager to give them a try as well. All told the bag of meat was untouched, while the well-stocked bag of produce was reduced by half.

	By the time the meal was complete, the travelers had reached the point where the road entered the mountain. It was immediately clear, as the walls of the tunnel rose up around them, that this was not the work of Myranda's fellow northerners. The sole purpose of this tunnel, it would seem, was to remain straight and level. Not a turn or dip was made, despite the fact that the stone of the walls was of such strength that not a beam or timber was needed to keep the mountain from falling in on them. As for size, it was quite small. Wide enough, perhaps, for three horses to ride side by side, and perhaps tall enough to allow a coach through. The ruts that had worn their way into the road could clearly be seen here as well, each nearly touching the wall on either side. It was as though the tunnel had been designed around whatever carriage it was that was so frequently taking this route.

	Scarcely a dozen paces into the tunnel, darkness prevailed. Myranda summoned a light from her crystal, as did Deacon. The walls were smooth. There were no torches, nor were there even holders to place them. This path had been created with no intention of ever being lit. Total blackness around her, combined with the echoing footsteps, gave Myranda unwelcome recollections of her trip to Entwell. Now, as then, she was not sure what she would find when her journey was through, but at least this time there was no fear of being lost. There was but one path.

	The even, well-maintained ground would have allowed for a far faster rate of travel than before, but Lain maintained only a brisk walk. Perhaps it was the seclusion the tunnel permitted, or perhaps his need for revenge had been dulled somewhat, but for now he set a pace that barely put the horses at a trot. Despite this, the opening behind them retreated quickly from view, leaving only blackness ahead and behind. Ivy, who had been on foot with Lain and Ether, strayed closer and closer to the wizards and the comforting pool of light they provided. Finally, she hopped onto the back of Myranda's horse and wrapped her arms around the wizard's waist.

	"I don't like it here," Ivy whispered.

	She was clearly anxious, though the lack of a blue aura betraying this fact indicated that it was either not a very great fear or that she'd managed a degree of control over herself. Either was a good sign. As she calmed down a bit, she noticed that Myranda was sitting very rigidly, and had been ever since she'd joined her.

	"Are you still upset, Myranda?" she asked, sheepishly.

	Myranda gave no answer.

	"Is . . . Is it something I did?" she asked.

	"Ivy, perhaps you should join me instead," Deacon offered.

	"But . . . Myranda, I don't know what I did, but it must have been very bad. You wouldn't be like this if it wasn't. Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?" Ivy begged. "I'll do anything."

	Myranda took a deep breath and spoke. Despite her best efforts, the words wavered with emotion.

	"It is something that happened long ago. Can . . ." Myranda began, a lump in her throat choking off her words for a moment. "Can you remember anything at all before your time with the teachers?"

	"I can't. I tried. I don't like to think about that," Ivy said, shutting her eyes and shaking her head.

	"Ivy . . . I need to you try again. Don't try to remember anything specific. Just . . . try to take yourself back . . . and tell me what you see," Myranda said.

	"All right. For you, I'll try," she said, shutting her eyes.

	For a few minutes, she was silent. When she did begin to speak, it was in spurts, and accompanied with flares of blue light and tightly-shut eyes.

	"I remember . . . the cage . . . being inside of it . . . there were teachers. So many . . . I remember when I first opened my eyes . . . like they hadn't been open for a long time . . . I remember . . . seeing her . . . in the cage. The white beast. And the crystal. That horrible crystal . . . it is so dim," she murmured.

	"You have to try. Go further," Myranda urged.

	"Just blackness . . . for so long . . . nothing but my own thoughts. They were slipping away. I couldn't hold onto them . . . wait. I remember . . . a fountain. There were three trumpets . . . I remember the walls. It was a city . . . so big . . . home. They were there. Then . . . the gates . . . so many soldiers . . ." she muttered.

	As she spoke, she sank deeper and deeper into her mind. The visions were in control now. Myranda listened to the images as they were described. They became more and more familiar with each step back. And with each step back, the doubt in her mind slipped further away. Tears began to trickle down her face. 

	#

	Far away, a young boy reclined in his chair. Lightly clutched between the fingers of his right hand was the shaft of a halberd, the cracked crystal set in the blade flickering and pulsing. He was alone in a large room filled with books and maps. On his face was a look of deep contentment. There came a knock on the door. It was ignored, as had been the dozens that had come with ever-increasing insistence before it. Finally, the door was flung open.

	"I demand to know what you think you are doing!" cried Trigorah as she charged in.

	Her immaculate and graceful features were twisted in fury.

	"Quiet," he hushed lightly. "Do you feel it?"

	"What?" came the impatient reply.

	"Anguish. Sweet as a summer wine. I couldn't feel them before. The girl has become quite proficient at masking herself. All she needed was the tiniest nudge to set her mind on fire, though. Now two of them are inflamed with decades of pent-up anguish. It is ringing out, strong and clear. Exquisite," he said. "It never fails. The old wounds cut deepest."

	"Where are they?" Trigorah asked.

	"I said quiet! This is a moment to be enjoyed," he replied, leaning his head back and stirring the air with his fingers as though he were conducting a symphony.

	"Stop wasting my time," Trigorah demanded. "Tell me where they are and let me do my duty!"

	With a frustrated sigh, he opened his eyes.

	"In the tunnel, heading for the compost heap. I'll tell Bagu in a moment. I'm sure he'll want to send someone down to greet them. Did you find that friend of yours I'd asked you to locate?" he asked.

	"I did. He is barely alive," she replied, suddenly disgusted by her words.

	"See to it that he is strong enough to stand; that is all that I require. Entertaining as it is to see you all unsettled by having to deal with a child, once I am able to take him as a vessel, we shall close this chapter of the prophecy once and for all. Until then, leave me to savor the fruits of a few well-planted seeds," he proclaimed.

	He then closed his eyes again and returned to his delighted reverie. Trigorah stood for a few moments, watching Epidime as he harvested the sorrow of the heroes far away. It was clear no more progress would be made here. She turned and stalked off to the dungeons again. 

	#

	Back in the darkness of the tunnel, Ivy's tone had grown more distressed.

	". . . that horrible, horrible crystal . . . the spike," Ivy continued, clutching her chest with her last words. "No. NO! WHY!"

	She began to struggle against hands that were holding her down.

	"Open your eyes!" Myranda commanded.

	Ivy's eyes shot open and darted about. She was no longer on the horse's back. They had all stopped. Myranda was holding her by the shoulders; Deacon holding his glowing crystal near. The whole of the tunnel was bathed in a bright blue light that sharply faded as she realized that it was all in her mind. Behind Myranda, now almost invisible among the shadows, was Lain. Beside him was Ether, casting her scornful gaze.

	"They stabbed me! In the chest! It was a spike. Like Demont used on Ether when we were in his fort. It was him then, too. The soldiers killed the rest. Everyone died. My mother, my father . . . me! He . . . he killed me! How can I be alive!? What am I? What did they do to me!?" she cried, tears pouring down her eyes. "Why did you make me remember!?"

	Ivy beat her hands on Myranda's chest weakly as the girl cried as well. It was not Ivy's curse, forcing her emotions upon others. This pain she felt was genuine. Immersed in the same sorrow, the pair embraced, their bodies shaking with the force of their sobs.

	"There were flames. I saw them . . . I heard the screaming . . . It was all I could hear . . . even after they were dead. I . . ." she sobbed.

	"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to make you relive it," Myranda forced through the tears. "I just needed to know if it was true. I needed you to remember who you really were."

	"But . . . I don't . . . I don't even remember my name . . . or the names of my parents . . . my family. All I remember is that horrible day . . . And I remember . . . just for an instant . . . seeing me, this me, from the outside . . . like it was someone else. I . . . I wasn't always what I am now . . . but I can't remember what I was," she managed to speak between sobs.

	Ether watched the outpouring of emotion with disgust. Deacon placed his hand on Myranda's shoulder and offered what little consolation he could. The shapeshifter turned to Lain, who stood emotionless as ever, his eyes locked on Ivy.

	"Well? Aren't you going to coddle the beast?" she grumbled.

	Lain turned away, his gaze shifting to the darkness that lay behind them. He twitched his ears and tried to listen over the slowly subsiding sobs of his fellow travelers. Nothing revealed itself, but something did not feel right. He stepped a few more paces into the darkness. Ether joined him.

	"You aren't suited for this, Lain. And neither am I. We are Chosen. We are not meant to be babying the weak of mind. I was at first pleased by your sudden dedication to our cause, but it swiftly became clear that it was not the desire to do that which is your birthright that motivated you, but revenge. Revenge is a petty thing, Lain. And, worse, revenge for what? Denying the beast a safe haven?" she judged.

	"I do not seek your approval," Lain replied simply.

	"Nor should you. I know that I have behaved in a way that was . . . overt in my attempts to direct your heart's desire to where it rightfully should reside. I realize that such behavior was inappropriate, and quite unnecessary. Whether you accept it or not, you are an original Chosen, and so am I. The two of us are the only beings, created of the will of the gods expressly for the purpose of turning back the tide of darkness, that have managed to remain untainted and whole. This affection you place with Ivy is misguided, and you will see that, just as you will see that there can be only one who is worthy of it. All that is required is time. Fortunately, the two of us have an abundance of that. So I shall wait for your senses to return to you," Ether proclaimed.

	Lain drew in a slow, deliberate breath.

	"I do, however, offer a word of advice," she continued.

	"What is it?" he growled, patience at an end.

	"I had believed that there were no more Chosen to be found, even prior to our discovery of the beast. The fact that she technically remains a valid Chosen suggests that there may still be a fifth yet to be discovered. I realize that Myranda claims that the Great Convergence has already occurred, and that somewhere, a creature we have already met stands as the fifth and final of our own. This is absurd. However, if there is even a remote possibility of it, it is of paramount importance that the actual final Chosen be found. Even if it means locking that . . . thing . . . into her place among us. When your thirst for revenge is sated by the decimation of this meaningless fort, I suggest we devote our full efforts to searching for our final ally until we are certain that such an ally no longer exists," she advised.

	Lain remained silent and turned his attentions fully to the darkness behind them once more. There was something in the air that he didn't like. 

	Deacon, helplessly watching the others pour out years of anguish at once, tried his best to comfort them.

	"It is all right. It is all in the past. What's done is done," he fruitlessly offered.

	"What was that place? The place I saw?" Ivy begged Myranda. "Tell me you know it!"

	"It was Kenvard. It was my . . . our home," she replied, wiping tears away.

	"That was Kenvard . . . the massacre you talked about, that killed everyone but you and your uncle . . . I was there? But you said that it was years ago . . . My head . . ." Ivy said, wincing in pain and covering her eyes. "I guess this is what sadness does to me. Makes me weak . . . and opens old wounds. Kind of poetic, huh?"

	She was quite right about the old wounds. The deep gash in her arm that had nearly cost Ivy her life a short time ago was trickling blood again. Myranda closed the wound and helped her to her feet.

	"So . . . if that was Kenvard, did you know me?" Ivy asked.

	"Perhaps. I was very young. My memories of that time are vague at best. But I'm sure my mother did. Lucia. Her name is on the proclamation," Myranda said.

	"Lucia . . . I remember the name now. She was . . . a teacher. But not a bad one like Demont and them. I think I had a lot of teachers then. But I can't . . . I can't remember. Why! Why are the bad memories the only ones left?" she cried.

	"You remembered this. The rest will come," Myranda said.

	"Quiet," Lain ordered in a whisper.

	Everyone turned to face him. He closed his eyes and focused on what was silence to all, even Ivy. After a moment, he opened his eyes. Now it was certain.

	"Someone has entered the tunnel behind us," he said. "At least a horse. We need to keep moving. Keep the light low."

	The group hastily returned to horseback and continued. The sound of the horses' steps echoed infuriatingly, wiping out any hint of the sound of the follower and making it all the more likely that they would be found. The group could travel more silently on foot, but leaving the horses now would give away their presence when they were found, and the speed they provided just might keep them ahead.

	Time had passed slowly before, but now each passing moment was an eternity. It was clear that Ivy was doing all she could to keep the fear she was feeling from showing. Tension only grew as the horses began to falter. They'd had little to eat or drink. Provisions had run out for them shortly before they had entered the mountains, and here in the tunnel there was no source of water and not even a single blade of grass for them to eat. Their purposely slow pace grew gradually slower, until there could be little doubt that the mysterious followers would be gaining.

	As they progressed, the tension grew thicker. A long section of the otherwise completely featureless tunnel was stained with two shades of blood, and shortly after that, a pile of unrecognizable remains came into view. Time had rendered it a dried-up husk, and the same ruts that had remained constant throughout the journey ran right through it. It filled the tunnel with the smell of death. Not long after that, Lain signaled for the light to be doused entirely.

	Many believe that they know true darkness, but until it has been experienced, it cannot be imagined. Without even a flicker of light, the mind begins to play tricks. There is the constant feeling that there is a wall before you, that you must stop. The eyes open as wide as they can, hungry for light. The only thing that helps is to shut them tight. The horses' eyes were covered and they were led along. Ivy's arms were wrapped tightly about Myranda's waist, her head pressed hard against Myranda's shoulder, shakily breathing in the girl's ear. She was practically whimpering, but with the exception of a flare of blue occasionally, she was doing a heroic job of suppressing her fear.

	In the darkness, it was impossible to tell how far they had traveled, and hours and minutes bled together. Even Myranda could hear something in the echoes now, something near. She pulled in a breath of the stale air in the tunnel. It still reeked of death. If anything, it had grown stronger. How could that be? Surely that . . . thing was miles behind them by now. Then Myranda felt something she had been waiting for. It was the tiniest puff of cold air on her skin. She opened her eyes. Far ahead was the silver light of the moon falling on snow. It was barely there, but after so long in the darkness, it may as well have been a beacon.

	What followed was maddening. The end of the tunnel was tantalizingly near, but they had to maintain speed, lest they be heard over the hoofbeats of their pursuers. The opening ahead crept closer. The breeze from outside became steady, until the air in the tunnel took on the frigidness they had become accustomed to in the mountains. Until then, it had not been obvious just how much warmer the inside of the tunnel was without the wind bearing down on them. 

	Myranda took another deep breath, anxious for just a whiff of the fresh air that was so near, but what she drew in was anything but fresh. The stench was horrific, worse than she'd ever smelled. It was the scent of death magnified. It caught in her throat. She could taste it in her mouth. Her lungs urged her to cough it out, but she could not risk the sound. She could only focus on moving forward, wherever that may lead her.

	 


Chapter 8

	Another eternity passed, and finally it was over. The group of heroes emerged from the tunnel. It emptied into a valley. The mountains towered around them. Great circular platforms had been carved like steps around the irregular floor of the place, providing flat areas for the same structure repeated exactly on every spare inch of space. Each was a vast building with no windows and a single wide door. They were stone, a few stories tall, each topped with a tall, sloped roof. At each peak was a crystal, the very same type that accompanied everything the D'karon put their hands to, with identical ones at each corner. 

	There were dozens of the buildings, perhaps a hundred, arranged in ring after ring. Only the center of the valley and the road leading to it were free from one of the structures. The center of the valley bore a wide stone platform, stained black by a thick and seemingly ancient coat of grime. Despite the staggering amount of architecture, it seemed that Deacon's translation had been accurate insofar as the degree to which it was guarded. There was not a soul to be seen.

	The heroes hid themselves in an alcove beside the tunnel entrance and waited. They attempted to remain silent, but it soon became clear that the odor that permeated the tunnel had come from this place. The air was thick with the smell of death. Myranda managed to keep from gagging, but only just. She felt sorry for Lain and Ivy. Their sensitive noses could only compound the torture. The horses were visibly uneasy as well. Only Ether seemed unaffected, no doubt owing to her ability to forgo the senses as she saw fit.

	The sound of echoing hoofbeats grew louder until, finally, their pursuers exited the tunnel. It was a vehicle all too familiar to Myranda: the wretched black carriage. She'd been unlucky enough to spend some time in one before, as a prisoner of the Alliance Army. The windowless sides of the carriage made identifying the unfortunate occupant impossible. A pair of horses pulled the carriage, guided by a single driver.

	Myranda heard something drop to the ground beside her and looked to see that Lain had deposited his sword there. In a flash, he was streaking across the ground toward the carriage. He dove at the driver, tearing him from the seat and throwing him to the ground. As he opened his mouth, revealing his vicious teeth, Myranda turned away, covering Ivy's eyes. 

	A few moments later and Lain was beside them once more, a familiar black stain upon his mouth. He wiped it off with some snow and retrieved his weapon. The body of the driver, clearly a nearman, lay twitching on the ground, blood running from beneath its mask. Normally, the mockeries of humanity turned to dust when they died. That this one remained suggested that Lain had left him alive, suffering.

	"Why didn't he use his sword?" Ivy asked as they followed him to the carriage.

	"I am not certain I want to know," Myranda said.

	The remains of the nearman finally collapsed into empty armor and dust as they approached. Myranda leapt from the saddle and rushed to the doors of the carriage. She undid the latches and pulled them open, only to recoil in horror.

	"What is it? Oh . . . oh . . ." Ivy said, turning away.

	The carriage was filled with soldiers. Dead. They were stacked like a cord of wood, blue-armored soldiers of the north and red-armored soldiers of the south alike. 

	Myranda closed the doors. She'd heard tales of this. That the dead were being loaded up off the fields. She had more than her share of memories of funerals for the fallen soldiers of the many villages she'd drifted through after Kenvard was destroyed. Seldom was there a body to grieve over. It was believed that there simply was no one to spare to return the dead to their homes, but there were those who said that the black carriages hauled them off of the battlefield.

	"What is this place?" Myranda asked.

	"If I understand correctly, the map labels it 'Final Reserve,'" Deacon said.

	"What could that mean? There is no one here! Why would they bring the dead to this place?" she asked.

	"Maybe the reserves are in those buildings," Deacon offered.

	"Trust me. There is nothing alive here but us," Ivy coughed.

	"Do you feel any magic about?" Myranda asked.

	Deacon grasped his crystal tightly and slowly scanned the area.

	"Nothing active," he replied. "Those crystals have something potent in them, but I can't quite place what . . . wait . . . there is something more."

	He raised his finger to the night sky. A black form against the faded gray clouds emerged a moment later, bursting from the clouds where he had indicated. It seemed close, judging from the size, but as the seconds ticked on, the bat-like form took up more and more of the sky. By the time the flapping of the wings could be heard, a horrifyingly large section of the sky was blocked out by them. 

	It was a dragoyle--or, at least, that was what it most closely resembled. The size was at least triple that of the largest such beast they'd yet faced, and it seemed far stouter overall. The neck was slightly shorter and much thicker, as were the legs. The tail was covered with spines that grew longer and broader along its length, until they ended in a near morning star. Its head bore similar armor-plating, and in place of the cruel beak that normally adorned such beasts, this one seemed to have a jagged, tooth-like serration. At the sight of the creature, the horses bolted, vanishing into the tunnel.

	Lain readied his steel. Ether shifted to her flame form. Both wizards held their casting stones at the ready. Ivy stared in open-mouthed awe, not having gotten a firm enough hold on her wits to be afraid yet. 

	The monster descended into the valley. The wind from the massive wings was a constant gale. When it touched down, it did so with enough force to shake free much of the snow that had clung to the steep slopes of the surrounding mountainside. Instantly, the tunnel behind them was hidden in a cascade of rocky ice and snow. All were prepared for a monumental struggle. Oddly, once it landed, the massive creature held its ground, each foot planted just outside the stone platform, not making the slightest motion of hostility. Slowly, it lowered its head. As it opened its mouth, the heroes scattered, expecting a torrent of the wretched miasma the similar beasts had spewed--but none came. Instead, what looked to be a wooden treasure chest fell to the ground. Slowly, the chest opened.

	"Steady, everyone. Some sort of spell is activating. A weak one," Deacon warned.

	A pale blue mist stirred from within the chest. Slowly, it coalesced into the form of a man. Ivy and Myranda stiffened at the sight, and Ether's fiery hide flared. They had encountered this man before. It was the most senior of the generals, Bagu. He appeared to be reclining in a chair that had not fully appeared along with him. As the mist took on the appropriate hues of his flesh, he stood.

	"You kept me waiting. This beast has been circling over the clouds for some time," he stated.

	"Who is that?" Deacon asked, fascinated by the act of magic he was witnessing.

	"General Bagu," he replied. "You must be the newest thorn in my side. The human foolish enough to associate with the Chosen."

	"Incredible! An illusion coupled with communication . . . brilliant," he admired.

	"Listen, Chosen. I am certain you know a great deal about me--but, I assure you, I know a great deal more about you. I have been gathering information on some of you since before your births," he said. "I was concerned that you were functioning too well as a unit, but I realize now that I could not have been more wrong. You all fight for a single cause, perhaps, but your motivations are your own. I am the focus of your fury because you believe that my defeat will provide you with the goal you crave. You are mistaken. I do not stand between you and your desires--your own foolish beliefs do. I am the only one that can offer you all what you seek. And all I request in return is for you to lower your weapons and allow me to finish my work--or, if you prefer, join me and see this conflict to as bloodless an end as you like."

	"Don't listen to him!" Myranda cried.

	"The wizard . . . What is it that you want? An end to this war, and perhaps a taste of revenge in exchange for the price your homeland had to pay. Do you really believe that this war will end simply by killing me? There will be others to take my place, I assure you, and others to replace them. You blame the D'karon for keeping this war alive, but it is your own people, and the people of Tressor, that will allow it to continue. Join me, and I promise you this war will end tomorrow. I will issue the order to cease hostilities. Negotiations can begin. If you join me, the next drop of blood could be the last," Bagu said.

	"You would never do such a thing," Myranda replied.

	"Are you so certain? Certain enough to allow another few generations to be cut short rather than risk trusting me? Or have you let the assassin's pathological distrust poison your mind?"

	Myranda was silent. Bagu turned to Lain.

	"And you, assassin. You don't even care about this war, do you? You want us dead because we threaten that precious little experiment behind you. Again, your blame belongs elsewhere. We did not kill your kind. It was the humans, the elves, everyone who saw them as inferior, as dangerous. If you kill every last D'karon, the murderers who took your people will still remain, and so will the threat to your precious race. You have accepted Ivy as one of your own, and she was not even complete. We created her, giving your kind another breath, and you seek to destroy us for it? Do as I say and I will have Demont resurrect your race. There will be hundreds, thousands of your kind again," Bagu offered.

	"You didn't create me! I don't remember everything, but I know I wasn't always this way," Ivy retorted, a flare of red surging around her. "Someone give me a weapon. I'll show him!"

	"The experiment. Your motivations are more difficult to determine. Do you seek revenge for being altered? Or do you simply wish to remain with the others because you have nowhere else to go? Regardless, you have nothing to gain by our defeat, and everything to lose. Everyone who knew you as you were is dead. If you seek answers, you need only return to our fold. We and only we can provide them," Bagu reasoned.

	Ivy tried to reply, but her mind was suddenly awash with conflicting thoughts.

	"And what would you offer me, fiend? I have no motivation, only a purpose, and that purpose is to rid this world of you and your kind," Ether interjected.

	"Yes, yes. The protector. Existing from the dawn of creation for one purpose alone, to fend off the threat to your world. And if you succeed? What then? If we are well and truly defeated, you are left with nothing. An eternity of hollow, meaningless existence. You can be more. This world is not the first we have sought. It will not be the last. As we pierce the veil, sweeping from realm to realm, you could have a new purpose by our side. You could be a conqueror. Or, if you must defend, why defend just one world? Join us, and when this world is ours, it will be yours to defend once more, and a thousand others besides. You are not our only enemies. There will be an eternity of meaning for you with us," the general offered.

	"It doesn't matter what you offer. Fate is not so flimsy as to even allow the heroes of this world to be corrupted," Deacon proclaimed. "The Mark will strike down any divine warrior that would betray its cause."

	Bagu turned his gaze to the young wizard. "The scholar of the group, are we? Listen, human. We have been at this game for a very long time. We are familiar with the rules, more so than you could ever be, and we are equally aware of their exceptions. It is well within our power to accept you safely into our ranks. It has been done before."

	"And what will you do if we refuse? Kill us? There are only four Chosen here. Without the five of us united, even if you could kill us, it would only delay our cause. New Chosen would arise. You are afraid of us. That is why you came to bargain with us. You are so afraid you wouldn't even come in person," Myranda said, gambling that the general did not know what she did--that the convergence had already occurred.

	"Afraid! You insignificant piece of flotsam! How dare you even think that you could instill anything but contempt in me? I have seen thousands more powerful than you crushed. You are nothing!" Bagu raged, before adding in a smoldering tone, "And as for not killing you? It is true we need you alive for now . . . but life is more loosely defined than you might realize . . ."

	The image of the general vanished. In a swift and sudden motion, the massive beast burst into the air. Astoundingly and mercifully, the dragoyle did not instantly bear down on them. It managed to heft its ponderous girth into the sky, spiraling higher and higher until its inky form merged with the equally inky clouds. For a few moments, where seconds ago it seemed certain there would be a titanic clash, there now was only an eerie stillness. The only hint that the unusual standoff had happened at all was the still-open chest in the center of the valley. Myranda cautiously approached it.

	"Careful!" Ivy urged.

	Myranda, staff at the ready, peered inside. There were a few crystals, now dull and lifeless. No doubt they had enabled the message to be delivered. The only other things in the chest were an assortment of gold ornaments. There were two oddly-shaped metal plates, a gauntlet, and a headband. She leaned closer. There was something familiar about them. The gauntlet in particular. She was about to pluck it out of the chest when she heard Deacon shout a warning.

	"Those spells are waking up," he called out.

	Myranda looked up. One by one, the gems on each of the roofs were winking to life. In the space of a few seconds, the dim light of the cloud-obscured moon was replaced by the pale blue-white light of the gems.

	"Did you hear that?" Ivy gasped, as Lain turned to the source of the noise unheard by the others.

	A moment later, it came again, louder. A low rumble, like the long, slow slide of heavy stone.

	"It can't be. They wouldn't," Deacon spoke in a deathly hushed tone.

	The irregular rumble began to grow and it mixed with a stirring from within all of the dozens of structures. A few of the doors rattled, shaking free their sheaths of ice and straining against the mounded snow that had gathered at the base of each. More doors followed. Soon the cacophony of countless doors threatening to tear themselves from their hinges was deafening. 

	Lain stood resolute. He'd come here to destroy it, to take away whatever it was that the D'karon hoped to hide here. To punish them. Ivy's breathing was growing faster, her thus-far-heroic grip on her emotion showing the first signs of slipping. As she backed toward the carriage, the only hint of shelter in the whole of the chaotic valley, she stumbled over the remains of the ruined soldier. There, on its belt, was its unused sword. She scrambled to it, pulling it free and clutching it shakily.

	Finally, one of the doors gave way. There was a rush of stale, pungent air, and a stir of choking dust and fumes. When the cloud settled, what it revealed was horrifying beyond all measure. The dead. Hundreds of them, some surely a hundred years gone, or more. The cold, dry air had reduced them to little more than bone and leathery sinew, but still they shambled forward. Most still wore some shred of the armor they had fallen in, the heavy plates of metal tugging at rotten straps. Noses and ears, if they remained, hung loosely from skulls, eyes long ago rotted away. Yet, somehow, each sensed the intruders and trudged their way.

	"By the gods . . ." Myranda said.

	"The gods have nothing to do with this abomination," Ether growled.

	Instantly, she rushed at the shambling legion. They took eagerly to flame, their ancient flesh little more than kindling now for the flames of the shapeshifter's form. Ether continued inside the crypt. With a rush of hot air, the mixed roar of a thousand unholy wails, and the surge of a thousand flames, every last lumbering corpse inside took to flame. 

	Myranda pulled what she knew of flame magic to mind, ready to unleash it on the next door that gave way, but from the glow of the crucible Ether had created, forms continued to flow. In flames, the undead continued. Even when the flesh fell entirely from the bones, the skeletons of the fallen continued their march. A second and third door crumbled away, unleashing hundreds more into the valley, a single one of them yet to be defeated.

	"Deacon. Do you know anything about this? The undead? Can you dispel this?" Myranda called.

	"Necromancers were few and far between in Entwell. I'll try what I know," he offered.

	He raised his gem and mumbled a few words, thrusting the crystal outward with the last of them. A thread of light swept out from the casting stone. As the twisting filament struck the burning revenants that had already grown dangerously near, they dropped to the ground. It was as though whatever will had given them life had been pushed away, leaving them to crumble into misshapen piles of remains. A smile and a glimmer of hope flashed across his face as he prepared to unleash another volley, but just as suddenly as the half-dozen or so that had been struck down fell, they rose again.

	"Blast it! Something is fueling the curse. It doesn't take a genius to determine what," he said, looking to the gleaming gems that adorned the roofs. "There is no reason to assume that this spell is any different from their others. Interrupt the source, eliminate the spell."

	"Then we have to destroy the gems," Myranda said.

	That was all Lain needed to hear.

	"Keep Ivy safe," he ordered, sweeping into action.

	Instantly, he was a blur. Not bothering to evade the thickening hoard of the undead, his blade sliced through the ancient flesh like dry reeds, clearing a path that quickly closed behind him.

	"Ivy, stay close," Myranda said, looking back to make certain she was not in danger. She was gone.

	Myranda turned back to see Ivy bounding after Lain. Was she afraid? She was terrified. 

	Fear coursed through her mind until it seemed to flow through her very veins. It burned at every part of her. The aura that accompanied it was blinding. She'd never been so aware of the change, so deep into it without losing herself, but she couldn't let it happen. Her friends needed her. Not some mindless monster. Not some shivering little girl. They needed her. As she came to the first of the monsters that had once been men, she swung the weapon she held. Distant memories--her own, yet not her own--barked orders to her body. Hold the weapon this way. Place your feet that way. It was training, some residue of what the teachers had forced into her mind. Her muscles moved of their own accord. The blade cut deep and true. The head of one of the corpses rolled from its shoulders.

	Deep in her mind, there was a surge of encouragement. Something urged her on. She swung again. Again. More of the creatures fell. She felt something grow stronger, the desire to strike at these foes growing like a mad hunger that needed to be sated. More of the lumbering bodies closed in around her, but she hacked and sliced on. The fear was slipping away. Everything was. With each swing, she felt the desire to grow stronger. It was growing into a need.

	The leading edge of the horde of living dead was reaching Myranda now. The fire Ether had sparked among them was spreading, resulting in the far greater threat of mindless monsters swinging and clawing indiscriminately while consumed in flame. Ivy was now deep among them, some manner of frenzy they'd never seen before blinding her to the fact that there was no end to the foes she faced. All the while the flames leapt from corpse to corpse, drawing nearer to her. That sword would do her no good if she was surrounded by fire.

	There was a rush of flame and a radiant form burst out from the crypt once more. Ether hung for a moment, high over the valley. For the first time, she could see that she'd done no good. Lain had destroyed a few. Even Ivy had. But the creatures she'd attacked still stood. A look of focus came to Ether's eyes. These creatures would fall. She tightened her fiery fists and gathered her mind. The flames began to rise. The light from them grew to an almost blinding level. She shook with exertion, but still the forms below stood. 

	Great torrents of energy flowed out of her, fueling flames that burst high into the sky in great spires. The scorched stone of the crypt she'd set alight now began to glow around the edges. She cried out and funneled even more into the inferno. Fine cracks climbed like vines up the walls, crumbling the mortar and letting the white-hot glow of the flames within through. Finally, the crypt collapsed, and so did Ether. The flames died down with no supernatural will to fuel them. 

	A great swath of the valley was blackened, the bodies that had been crawling along it were little more than jagged broken bones and ash. The shapeshifter crashed down in the center of the patch of scorched earth and, with great effort, managed to shift to her stone form.

	Lain reached the top of the nearest crypt. The doors of this one had not yet opened, but the fiery rage of Ether had melted much of the snow that blocked them. It would not be long before the creatures within were loose. He slashed at the large central gem. There was a flash of light and a crackle of energy and his sword leapt back, the gem untouched. A second and third strike were similarly repelled. He sheathed his sword and thrust his heel at the stone stalk the crystal was mounted on. It chipped. Another cracked the icy stone, and finally a third blow broke the short spire free. It plummeted to the hard earth. He ventured to the edge and peered over. The gem had fractured and gone dim, and a handful of the undead that were clawing their way up the walls to reach him grew still and dropped to the ground, but there were more to replace them. Quickly, he rushed to a corner of the roof, ready to bash another free.

	The constant wail of the resurrected soldiers was growing to deafening levels as door after door was bashed to pieces by the relentless foes. Myranda waded into the mob, pulsing out waves of magic to scatter the legion enough to manage a few more steps. She had to reach Ivy. Deacon rushed in behind her. When he reached her side, he pulled the twin-bladed weapon from his bag. Though he'd brandished it when Ivy was last rescued, he'd not yet made use of it. At first glance, it was not clear how he intended to do so now. The blades were barely a hand-length each, curving slightly in opposite directions off of the ends of the weapon.

	"What good is that going to do?" Myranda asked, managing to hoist one of the undead into the air with a spell and launch it forward, clearing a few more steps toward Ivy.

	"A little trick Gilliam taught me," Deacon explained.

	He released the blade. It hung in midair, now revealing a network of arcane designs on its grip. Suddenly, it began to spin, in moments accelerating until the air hummed with its speed. He swept his hand forward and the whirling blade launched itself in a similar arc. The rotten flesh of the risen dead offered little resistance. By the time the blade finished its swing, every creature it made contact with was reduced to a writhing pile of limbs.

	"You will have to teach me that," Myranda said, thrusting another corpse backward to clear the path behind them.

	"Surely," he replied, casting the weapon out for a second sweep.

	As the pair made their way forward in that manner, Ether trudged toward the next crypt. Her stone form, for the moment, was weathering the constant attacks of the swarm of undead that shambled in to replace those she'd incinerated. A heavy swing of her stone arm bashed apart the creatures, but their numbers were wearing on her. She'd seen Lain on the rooftop, dislodging another of the crystals, and similarly noticed the effect it had had on their foes. When she reached the crypt, she thrust her claw-like stone fingers into the wall and began to scale it, her ponderous gait only slightly faster than that of the horde that followed her.

	Lain finally broke free the last of the crystals, returning a few scattered clusters of the undead to lifelessness. The doors of a handful more crypts had failed, leaving the valley more flooded with the walking dead than before. They were rapidly losing ground. Worse, the writhing mob of living dead below had made it to the roof, climbing over one another to reach him. He hacked and sliced at the creatures, but as quickly as they were struck down, more replaced them. There was no safe way down the wall. 

	His gaze shifted to the roof of the next crypt, then down to the crowded alley below. There was no other choice. He sheathed his sword, kicked a revenant out of his way, and launched himself off of the roof. He collided with the wall of his next target about halfway down, managing to just barely find a grip. He scrambled up to the top, the tide of living dead already shifting toward him.

	Below, the cost of Ivy's frenzy was beginning to show. The jagged, bony fingers and broken teeth of the wretches she hacked at had found their way to her flesh more than once, and she was taking less and less notice of it. Her own safety was being washed away by this strengthening compulsion to strike down these undead soldiers. As the whirring blade of Deacon swept around her, eliminating the threats nearest to her, she turned instead to hacking the still-twitching remains below her to pieces. Anything to sink the weapon into her enemy. 

	Myranda and Deacon called for her to stop, but their voices were distant. As they drew closer, she turned to them. Her mind saw them as friends, but this madness saw them as something else. She didn't know it, but what she felt now was the same programming that drove the nearmen, forced upon her while she was still in the clutches of the D'karon. And now it demanded that these wizards taste the blade. The malthrope lunged at them. Midway through the attack, the dim realization that she was attacking her friends finally broke through to the surface. She managed to halt the weapon a hairsbreadth away from Myranda and recoiled, dropping the weapon. Deacon took the task of keeping back the constant push of undead entirely upon himself as Myranda looked after Ivy.

	"What was that? Are you all right?" Myranda asked, looking her over for injuries and quickly healing those she found.

	"I . . . I couldn't control it. Those blasted teachers . . . I think that is how they trained me to fight," Ivy said. "I don't like it."

	"Are you in control now?" Myranda asked.

	Ivy nodded vigorously.

	"Good. I want you to follow me. There must be someplace in this valley that the undead can't reach. Once you are there, I want you to stay there while we take care of--" Myranda explained.

	"No! I am one of you. I am part of this team. I am going to help," Ivy demanded.

	One of the walking corpses lashed at Deacon, its attack grazing his arm. There was no time to argue.

	"Fine. Take the sword, we've got to--" Myranda relented.

	"No! I don't like myself with a sword in my hand. Just tell me what we need to do, I'll manage," Ivy said.

	"Fine. Do you see those crystals? We need to break every last one of them," Myranda said.

	Ivy looked to the roofs, then to the field of lumbering undead between them. A dozen fears tugged for her mind's attention, but she shook them away and heaved herself forward. Instantly, instincts took over, but these were more familiar, more welcome. Her steps took on a certain fluidity and rhythm. She twisted and turned, slipping through the slightest gap in the line of foes. The density of the creatures became greater, and her maneuvers became increasingly acrobatic. Tumbles, handsprings, and rolls finally took her to the base of a crypt. 

	With a speed and deft precision that more than rivaled Lain's, she made her way to the roof. Once there, alas, her grace vanished, as she began to pound and bash at the stone spires that bore the crystals with her bare hands. Though lacking the finesse of her ascent, it was nonetheless effective, as her deceptively strong blows steadily weakened the supports of the spires.

	A few buildings away, Ether finally finished her laborious climb. Approaching the crystal, she heaved a heavy backhand at it, shattering it in one blow, but staggering backward. A sharp pain ran up her arm. It was the crystal. The spell protecting it was no concern, but the accursed crystal itself pulled hungrily at her own strength when she touched it. She turned angrily to the next spire and stalked toward it. One of the undead pulled itself onto the roof ahead of her. Ether grasped the rotting creature by the throat and hurled it at the spire, ruining the creature and dislodging the crystal in one blow. She dispatched the next three foes and the next three crystals in the same manner. When her work on this roof was done, she stepped to the edge and dove off, bringing those corpses below her to a rather messy end as well. 

	Meanwhile, Deacon's blade was taking longer and longer to clear a swath through the ever-thickening throng of creatures, and they had yet to reach a crypt.

	"This isn't working. We need to keep these things from escaping. You do something to brace the doors that haven't broken free. I'll try to stop the ghouls that have already escaped," Myranda said.

	Deacon nodded and recalled his blade. He raised his crystal and focused on the nearest door that had not yet given way. The gap between the doors began to glow. As the glow faded away, so did the gap, leaving a solid stone wall where there had once been a door. Myranda swept together as much of the melted slush and snow that had resulted from Ether's earlier onslaught as she could, and cast it over as many of the undead as she could manage. When she could not drench any more of them, she set her mind to summoning an intense wind and bone-chilling cold and directed it at the mob. Gradually, their plodding movements slowed, until the creatures she had managed to douse were frozen solid. Now safe from the attackers, Myranda wove between them as quickly as she could to help Deacon.

	Deeper in the valley, far from the patch of living dead immobilized by the wizards, Ether had yet to make it to the next crypt. The undead had formed a solid wall in front of her, and no amount of hacking, shoving, and bashing afforded her a single additional step. Worse, the shambling mass began to crawl upon one another like insects, mounding up on her and attacking from all sides. Finally, she gave up on her stone form. Gathering what little strength she hadn't already squandered, Ether turned her mind to the long list of creatures that she'd sampled from the case Deacon had pilfered. Selecting one, she set about taking on the form. The undulating pile of undead that had crept over her began to heave and bulge upward, and then she finally burst from the pile, soaring skyward. Now in the form of a griffin, she swept quickly back and plucked up a pair of the undead and spiraled high into the air, dropping them with deadly accuracy, shattering two of the crystals before diving to fetch two more.

	Ivy finished shattering the crystals in the roof and rushed to the edge to climb down, only to be suddenly and intensely reminded of her fear of heights. Try as she might, she could not push this fear aside as she had the others. She retreated to the peak of the roof, the undead swarm beginning to creep over the edge and close in on her. She backed to the shattered remains of the topmost spire as the creeping terror drew nearer.

	"H-help," she whimpered meekly, reluctant to turn to the others.

	The spire she leaned on gave way, nearly taking her with it as it plummeted to the ground below.

	"HELP!" she cried, her hesitation gone.

	A moment later, she felt a sharp tug and was yanked into the air by her waist. She released an earsplitting scream as she watched the rooftop drop away beneath her.

	"Cease that screaming, beast!" Ether warned.

	"I DON'T CARE! PUT ME DOWN! I'LL TAKE MY CHANCES WITH THE DEAD PEOPLE!" she shrieked, her eyes clamped shut.

	Ether dipped and deposited Ivy on a roof on the far side of the valley.

	Ivy, opening her eyes reluctantly, suddenly cried out. "No, no! On the ground! ON THE GROUND!"

	Ether ignored the pleas. Ivy kicked the nearest spire, dislodging it with a single blow, the dash of anger giving her a surge of strength. She stomped over to the next spire and tugged at it, snapping its base and dragging it with her as she continued her tantrum. She grumbled loudly, punctuating her complaints by smashing additional spires with the makeshift club.

	"What sort of a stupid idiot takes someone who is afraid of heights and drops them on a roof!" she cried, destroying the other spires.

	Now once again trapped on the roof with nothing more to do, she swung the crumbling remains of the makeshift club in a few circles and hurled it. It soared in a high arc, smashing into the stone platform in the center of the valley.

	Deacon rushed through the narrow walkways between the structures, finding it harder and harder to find one that did not already have the undead pouring from it. Myranda followed just behind, conjuring up freezing winds, tangling vines, and anything else she could think of to slow the flood of creatures. Finally, Deacon came to a stop, trying desperately to catch his breath.

	"It is no good . . . There are too many loose already," he panted. "I need to get to a roof. I might be able to figure something out about these crystals."

	After an abortive attempt to levitate himself to the roof, he willed a portion of a shattered door into a makeshift ladder. With his crystal floating faithfully beside him as he ascended, he made his way to the roof, destroying the ladder when Myranda was safely beside him.

	"If those things start to climb, do what you can to keep them off of me, if you would," Deacon requested.

	Myranda nodded. The wail of ruined voices and the shuffle of withered feet was constant. Picking out which was closest or what might be a threat was nearly impossible. Deacon, on the other hand, filtered it all out, committing the whole of his considerable attention to the largest of the radiant crystals. He held his own crystal up to the larger one and furrowed his brow, eyes darting occasionally, almost as though he were reading. Without the pair of them below actively slowing the progress of the undead swarm, it was not long before they began to work their way up the sides of the crypt.

	On a distant roof of his own, Lain was just finishing the final spire. Most of the crypts were near enough to one another for him to leap directly from roof to roof. The undead were too slow to reach him before he moved onto the next roof, and too mindless to climb onto adjacent roofs, rendering them a non-issue for him. As he chose his next target, he saw Ivy, far in the distance, hesitantly approaching the edge of a roof before retreating amid a splash of blue. His eyes swept across the roofs. Most around him were littered with the sinewy remains of those unlucky enough to be chosen by Ether as projectiles, not a spire remaining. Breaking into a sprint, he bounded from roof to roof when they were near enough, and down to the ground when he needed to. His blade made a path through the legion of undead who, despite the considerable efforts of he and his allies, only seemed to be growing thicker.

	In moments, Lain had carved a path to Ivy, bursting up to the roof where she stood. She was first startled, then relieved by his appearance. He took her by the hand and led her to the edge of the roof. She reluctantly allowed herself to be pulled along, but as the ground came into view, she pulled back again, drawing in a sharp breath and trying hard to push down the rising fear.

	"You can do this," he insisted.

	"No. No, I can't, Lain," Ivy stammered, crouching and covering her eyes.

	"Ivy. Listen to me. Listen!" he ordered, jerking her hands away from her face.

	She locked her tear-moistened eyes on his gaze.

	"Stand up. Do you see that roof there?" he said, pointing to the next crypt.

	"I don't want to--" she began.

	"Look! Do you see it?" he repeated forcefully.

	She nodded.

	"I want you to jump to that roof. Don't look down. Just look to the roof. You can make it," he instructed.

	She took a shaky breath as he led her back for the running start. Her eyes were on the far roof. Lain held her hand and took his first steps forward. She forced herself forward, charging down the slope of the roof a half-step behind him. When she reached the edge, she shut her eyes tight and jumped. A moment later, she crashed down, sliding first up, then down an icy surface. She splayed out, digging her claws into the ice and clenching her teeth against the fear. When she slid to a stop, she felt a sharp nudge at her shoulder. Cautiously opening her eyes, she found that she was clutching the shingles on the opposite side of the peak of the roof she'd been aiming for. She'd cleared nearly the entire crypt.

	"I . . . I did it!" she cried, springing to her feet and bouncing about happily.

	Lain nodded before dropping from the roof and climbing to another. Ivy took a few more moments to savor her achievement before setting once more to the task of destroying the crystals. 

	Overhead, fatigue was beginning to get the better of Ether. Locked entirely into the form of a griffin to limit the parasitic effect of the crystals, she found herself subject the weaknesses of the form as well as the strengths. Settling her massive shape down on one of the roofs furthest from the others, the shapeshifter took a moment to catch her breath and survey her progress. Perhaps a third of the crypts were rid of their spires, as mound after mound of once-again-motionless dead would attest to. Curiously, it seemed that those they had defeated had been completely replaced with more to spare.

	Deacon continued to stare at the crystal, occasionally shouting out an observation to Myranda, oblivious to how quickly she was losing ground to the undead that dragged themselves in ever-increasing numbers onto the roof. She quickly learned that, now as near to the magic-absorbing crystals as she was, it was best to resort to more traditional means of dispatching the horde. The bow was removed from her shoulder, and arrows were carefully aimed. The sinewy walking dead offered little resistance to the arrows. Her shafts passed right through them, and often through the creature behind as well. The mindless beasts were soon being struck down three to an arrow, and still the roof grew more dangerous.

	"Hurry!" Myranda called out, finally resorting to blasts of wind to knock the swarm from the roof. Sure enough, the nearest crystals took on a far brighter glow and a handful of the fallen dead rose once more.

	"There are three spells. One shielding the crystal, one supporting these creatures, and . . . I cannot quite determine the last one," he said, finally deciding he was out of time.

	He stepped back and flexed his mind. Steadily, his influence spread. One by one, the surrounding crystals took on a brighter and brighter glow as they drew in the strength that was pouring out of him. More and more of the corpses that had been deprived of the unholy force that was fueling them stirred and rose from the ground.

	"What are you doing?" Myranda cried.

	"Just a moment more . . ." he muttered.

	Finally, every last one of the surviving crystals was glowing brightly. There was a brief flash in the heart of each one, and finally he relented, nearly losing his footing as the vast mental effort came to an end.

	"There. The shield spell. It was the only one I could break," he said.

	Myranda drew back an arrow and let it fly at a crystal on a nearby roof. It shattered easily.

	"The crystals are vulnerable. Shatter them directly!" Myranda cried.

	Lain put blade to crystal again. This time, the brittle gem shattered. Ivy fetched up a rock and did the same. Myranda launched arrow after arrow. Deacon guided his deadly blade. The undead dropped by the dozen with each crystal broken. In mere minutes, the whole of the valley was stripped of every last gem. The battle, it seemed, was over.

	 


Chapter 9

	The heroes gathered on a single roof to survey the aftermath. Every last patch of ground was piled high with the remains of the horde.

	"That was an ordeal," Deacon said, wiping beads of sweat from his brow.

	Myranda looked over the horrid sight with revulsion. As stomach-turning as the landscape was, littered with the dead, a thought entered her mind that she could not shake.

	"It isn't enough," Myranda said.

	"I'd say it is plenty enough!" Ivy said, inching cautiously to the edge of the roof before pulling back. "I really don't like it up here."

	"No. I mean. This war has been going on for more than a century. If the fallen of each battle have all been brought here, there should be more," she said.

	"You give the D'karon more credit than they deserve. They couldn't possibly account for every last casualty," Ether offered.

	"Even so . . ." Myranda said distantly.

	Lain closed his eyes. Ivy did the same.

	"Uh-oh," Ivy said. "Do you hear that?"

	Lain nodded, adding, "Underground."

	"What do you mean, underground?" Deacon asked.

	"Look!" Myranda called, pointing to the stone platform in the center of the valley.

	The spire Ivy had hurled at it was gone. In its place was a hole. Beyond it, darkness. Myranda made her way down to the ground, trying to push from her mind the fact that the mounds she trudged over had at one time been human beings. Deacon and Lain followed. Ether, still in the griffin form, glided from the roof, leaving Ivy behind.

	"Hey!" she cried angrily. "Don't leave me up here!"

	Ether landed beside the others, just at the edge of the platform. A few paces ahead, the hole made it clear that it was not a platform at all, but a roof. Beyond it was darkness, and the distinct sound of shuffling feet and voiceless moans came from inside.

	"The whole floor of the valley must be riddled with tunnels and chambers," Myranda surmised.

	"With their own crystals, no doubt," Deacon added.

	"Bah. Leave them. If our purpose here was to damage the cause of the D'karon in some inane punishment for threatening Lain's precious little pet, then it has been done," Ether dismissed.

	"What would happen if we did leave them?" Myranda asked Deacon.

	"Well . . . provided the undead didn't escape the valley, the crystals would likely run down and they would cease to live," Deacon offered.

	"And if they did escape the valley?" she asked.

	"I can't be sure, but it was clear that the curse that raised these soldiers was meant to be spread. If even a single afflicted corpse were to make it to the outside, the curse could conceivably be spread without limit," he replied.

	Myranda thought silently for a moment.

	"The crystals that are down there, would they have been stripped of their protection as well?" Myranda asked.

	"I poured a fair amount more effort into that spell. I would say any object on this mountain with a similar protection has been deprived of it," Deacon answered.

	"So any crystals that are down there are as brittle as glass," Myranda continued.

	"Roughly," he replied.

	"Good. I have an idea, but I think I am going to need your help. You as well, Ether," Myranda stated.

	"If you are even considering going down there, you can be sure I will be of no help to you. Such a foolish endeavor is undeserving of my aid," the shapeshifter stated categorically.

	Myranda calmly stated her plan. In her present form, a look of disgust was a near impossibility, but Ether succeeded admirably before reluctantly nodding. Lain set off for his part immediately, whisking to the rooftop that held Ivy and, amid considerable protest from her, bringing her to the ground. The pair then found the safest route to the rim of the valley and waited. With them in place, Ether took to the air, circling just overhead. 

	Myranda crouched on one knee, Deacon assuming a similar posture. She placed the tip of her broken staff into the icy earth just beyond the edge of the stone platform. He flattened his hand against the same earth. Both entered a deep state of concentration. Slowly, a soft but undeniable rhythm began to emanate from the ground where they touched it. It was erratic at first, but as it grew stronger, it grew more steady. The rhythm grew into a rumble, then a roar. Bricks fell from damaged buildings. The hole in the roof widened.

	The pair of wizards worked at the spell, building it to the limits of their strength. Cracks split the earth. Whole sections of the valley floor fell away, bringing with them the mounds of fallen soldiers they had supported. Still the shaking grew. Snow, ice, and stone from the walls of the valley slid in great flows to the quaking floor. One by one, the floor beneath the stone crypts gave way, swallowing them up. Finally, whatever earth had been left to support the valley floor crumbled away. The roofs of untold many tunnels fell in a single, earth shattering collapse.

	As the very patch of ground that held the wizards turned to rubble beneath them, Ether swept in and snatched them up, pulling them safely into the sky. She deposited them beside Lain and Ivy and landed, quickly assuming her human form. All eyes, save Ivy's, watched as the tunnel-weakened valley floor swallowed itself in a churning chaos of stone and snow. For minutes, the relentless crash of stone upon stone continued as more and more vast unseen vaults caved in. 

	Finally, the deafening rumble subsided, and there was peace.

	"Is it done?" Ivy asked, venturing a peek that she swiftly regretted.

	The valley was much steeper now, little more than a sheer drop down into a vast field of jagged rock.

	"I would like to remain here until I am sure of that," Myranda stated.

	"But . . . you destroyed the whole valley!" Ivy protested, finding the thought of spending any more time than she had to beside that dizzying drop far from pleasant.

	"If there is even one chance in a million that one of those things could claw its way to the surface and find its way to the outside, then I want to be ready to stop it," she said.

	"It has been a rather long time since we've had a proper rest, and likewise a proper meal," Deacon added, though few required a reminder of that.

	"How remarkable that you would speak in favor of Myranda's proposal," Ether remarked, her more expressive form peppering her words with the understated look of condescension she lacked as a griffin. "And what if that massive creature returns while we are still defenselessly atop this mountain?"

	"I rather doubt we will fare any better if we are trudging along one of the passes below if it comes," Myranda said.

	After a few moments unmarred by objection, it was decided. The team moved to a somewhat more sheltered cranny of the valley edge, and Lain swept off to attempt to scrape some semblance of a meal from the wind-scoured mountainside.

	"Wait, I thought we had two big bags of food!" Ivy cried out from well away from the edge of the valley where the others sat.

	"Yes . . . I would imagine they are now buried in a stratum of debris and human remains, along with the horses, unless they made it through the tunnel before it was blocked," Deacon said.

	"Aw!" she replied, edging closer to the others, as though the edge of the precipice would drop into the valley below if she made a false move. "Well, couldn’t Ether just get more?"

	"Feh. It was folly to have fetched it in the first place. I see no sense in aiding you in such a way if you treat my bounty so carelessly," the shapeshifter sneered.

	Ivy sneered back, before turning and declaring, "Did you notice? I didn't change! Not once!"

	There was pride in her voice that was matched on her face. It was well deserved. In quite a short time, she had gone from not believing that she and her violent transformations were one and the same to being able to consciously delay or even ward them off. 

	Myranda turned to give her praise, but was cut off by Ether.

	"Yes. So I have noticed. You have made great strides toward completely wiping out the only thing that made you the least bit useful on the battlefield," she stated, instantly wiping the joyous look from Ivy's face.

	"Ether, please!" Myranda scolded.

	"No, it's fine. Let her talk. She's just jealous anyway," Ivy said matter-of-factly, "because I'm getting better and better and she's making all the same stupid mistakes."

	"You have no idea what--" Ether scoffed before being cut off.

	"Enough. We are all tired. I think it would be best if you kept your daggers to yourself until we've had a chance to recover from this battle," Myranda said.

	Ether remained silent for a moment.

	"Human," she said flatly.

	"What?" Myranda asked, frustration in her voice.

	"Not you, the human that actually seems to understand my superiority and treat me with the appropriate degree of reverence," Ether remarked.

	"Yes?" Deacon asked, his excitement over being addressed directly by Ether quickly washing away any sting the remark might have held.

	"Build a fire, a large one, and quickly," she ordered.

	"I shall do my best," he said, springing to his feet and scanning the ice, snow, and rock around them for some semblance of fuel.

	Finding none, he rummaged through his bag and retrieved one of the vials from Demont's workshop. He opened it, retrieved one of several acorns, and forced it into the ground. He held his crystal above and instantly it sprouted. Within a few minutes, it was nearly fully grown.

	"If I recall correctly, it took me more than an hour to do that, and you said it was remarkable," Myranda remarked, having been asked to cast that very spell as part of her training.

	"For a first try, it is beyond remarkable. I've had a bit more practice. There, that ought to provide a fair amount of fuel, and a bit less effort than feeding the flames myself," he said, ushering the oak tree to full maturity.

	A few limbs were trimmed and took to flame far more quickly than such fresh wood should have, no doubt due to a silently cast spell or two. Regardless, there now was a fire to be warmed by, and to refresh Ether, who stepped quickly into it. Deacon reached up and plucked a new acorn to replace the old one from the vial. As the others settled around the warming flames, Lain arrived with the meager find from the mountainside. With a frustrated sigh, Ether stepped out of the flames long enough for the meat to be cooked, rather than be used as a tool for the purpose.

	Ivy partook of her meal raw, as did Lain. The humans made short work of a portion that was barely adequate. Myranda quickly resumed her post at the valley's edge. Deacon sat beside her and lent his eyes to the task, sweeping the darkness below for movement. Over the course of a few minutes, Ivy edged closer and closer. Finally, she was beside the others, albeit with her eyes dutifully turned away from the rather steep drop that theirs were turned dutifully toward.

	"How long are we going to stay here?" Ivy asked.

	"Until morning," Myranda said.

	"Ugh. I don't like it up here," she huffed.

	"You climbed up here. You weren't afraid then," Myranda pointed out.

	"Climbing is different. You are on the ground the whole time, and you don't have to look down," she said. "But that's not the only reason I don't like it up here. There is nothing to do here."

	"I suggest you get some sleep," Myranda suggested. "We still have a long trip ahead of us."

	"I'm not even tired. Not even a little . . . I need something to do," Ivy said, restlessly.

	"I could give you my pad again, if you would like to do more sketches," Deacon offered.

	"No. I'm not in the mood. Myranda, your hair is a mess. Could I braid it?" she asked.

	"I suppose so," Myranda said with a chuckle.

	Ivy squealed with delight and edged behind Myranda, her eyes carefully focused on Myranda's hair lest she catch a glimpse of the dizzying fall.

	"Deacon?" she said as she set to work.

	"Yes?" he replied.

	"You really like Myranda, huh?" she said.

	"I love her with all of my heart and soul," he replied.

	"Wow . . ." Ivy said. "How . . . how did you know?"

	"I suppose if I'd just opened my mind to it I would have known the moment I met her, but as it was, I didn't really realize until . . . well, until I found my way to her again," he replied.

	"And, Myranda, do you love him back?" Ivy asked.

	"Of course," she replied.

	"And how did you know?" Ivy asked.

	"Well . . . I suppose I realized when my thoughts turned to him so frequently after I left him. Why the interest?" Myranda asked.

	"I don't know. It’s just nice to know . . . to know that that sort of thing exists," she said, fumbling for the words to express an elusive feeling. "I can't remember very much. And what I do remember is all bad, until I met all of you. I just . . . I'm glad that there are still good things, even if I don't know about them."

	She finished braiding Myranda's hair.

	"It is very nice, Ivy," Myranda complimented, admiring the intricate braid.

	"Thanks. I don't remember being taught it . . ." she said, shaking her head as the terrible feeling of uncertainty began to buzz about it again. "I--I need something else to do. I need to keep busy. My head doesn't feel right."

	"I'm sure I can find something that will interest you," Deacon said, pulling his bag in front of him and beginning to pull items from it.

	Pile after pile of papers were shuffled out of the bag. Ivy glanced uninterestedly at them before putting them aside. The wind sometimes caught them, but the pages obediently halted and returned to the bag when casually requested to do so. When it became clear that the writings held little interest for her, Deacon instead withdrew some of the other artifacts liberated from Demont's workshop. Ivy's eyes brightened at the sight of the colorful gems that he produced. The gems began to take on a faint glow.

	"What is doing that?" Ivy asked.

	She tried to pick one up, but recoiled.

	"Ow. They're hot," she gasped.

	"Get those wretched things away from me, you fool!" Ether scolded from her place in the fire.

	"Oh, you hush, they're just little things," Ivy replied. "Except that one. Is it broken?"

	She indicated a fairly large, irregularly-shaped piece of crystal.

	"It looks to be. That's odd. I seem to remember this being perfectly clear. Now there's a cloudy black bit in the middle," Deacon remarked, plucking the crystal from the ground.

	He inspected it carefully, turning it about in the light of the fire. The hazy blackness within was not an imperfection, but a slowly shifting stain, like a drop of ink in a glass of water.

	"Curious," he said, offering it to Ivy to hold.

	She did not reach for it. Indeed, she simply stared blankly at him as he held it forth. There was no hint of emotion, interest, or even life on her face. He moved the crystal back and forth slightly, her blank stare slowly shifting to follow it.

	"Ivy?" he said with concern.

	"What is wrong?" Myranda asked, turning away from the valley.

	"She . . . she just went blank," he said, placing the crystal on the ground.

	Ivy's eyes suddenly sparked back to life, a look of confusion coming over her.

	"What the . . . didn't you just pick that up?" she asked.

	"Ivy, what just happened to you?" Myranda asked.

	"What do you mean what just happened to me? He reached to pick the crystal up, then he wasn't holding it any more. Ask what happened to him!" she said.

	Lain was by her side now.

	"Pick up the crystal again," he ordered.

	"Are you certain?" Deacon asked.

	"For heaven's sake, I'll pick it up," Ivy said, leaning forward.

	Deacon quickly snatched it up before she could. The blankness took over again.

	"Ivy?" he asked again.

	She remained silent.

	"Give her an order," Lain said.

	"An order? Very well . . . Ivy, stand up," Deacon said.

	Ivy slowly and deliberately obeyed.

	"Ivy, what is your name," he asked.

	"I have no name," she replied lifelessly.

	"What is this?" Deacon asked Lain.

	"Demont had a crystal like that. While he held it, Ivy did everything that he told her to do. She even saw what she was told to see," Lain said.

	"Really . . . I must look into this further," Deacon said, placing the crystal on the ground.

	Instantly, Ivy was back.

	"What? It happened again? And why am I standing up? What's going on?" she asked, a swirl of fear and anger sweeping over her.

	"Oh. Eh . . . It was a bit of magic I hadn't tried before. Sorry to startle you," Deacon explained, once again relying upon evasive honesty in hopes of avoiding a lie.

	"Oh . . . well, ask next time," she scolded.

	"I am very sorry. I will," he said, pinching the crystal with the hem of his cloak to avoid touching it as he returned it to the bag.

	The other crystals were scooped up to follow it, the last of them knocking against something else within, producing an odd sound that seized Ivy's attention.

	"What was that?" she asked excitedly.

	"I don't know," Deacon said, reaching into the bag.

	What he withdrew from the bag brought a look of utter ecstasy to Ivy's face and a look of deep confusion to Deacon's.

	"My violin!" she squealed, snatching it from his hand.

	Ivy joyfully plucked at the strings.

	"Do you have the bow?" she chirped.

	A second dip into the bag revealed that he did indeed. She grabbed it and drew out a long, clear note from the instrument.

	"I never thought I'd get my hands on one of these again, and it is the very one that I left behind when Trigorah and the D'karon caught me. How did you know to get it?" Ivy asked, the yellow glimmer of happiness pouring from her.

	"I . . . I didn't," Deacon said, confusion mixing with a dash of concern.

	"Don't be silly. How else would you have it? Oh, never mind. Myranda! You weren't there the last time I played. I was so sad that you couldn't be there," the excited creature rambled. "Lain! Please say I can play for her, just a little while, just so she can hear me play!"

	Lain looked at the eager eyes staring into his. They were at the edge of a valley in the middle of a mountain range, far from any prying ear. They were as well hidden as they were ever likely to be. Besides, the D'karon had made it clear with their timely visit in the valley just minutes before that there was not a place in the world that was beyond their reach. He nodded once. No sooner had he started the motion than Ivy put the bow to the strings.

	The melody was bright and lively, and utterly flawless. Her fingers danced across the strings with a master's skill, and the joy she felt to her core was obvious. The whole of the group was bathed in a golden glow, and pain, weariness, and other ailments were washed away from all but Ether, who rigidly resisted the wondrous effects. Ivy's eyes were shut as she focused deeply on the intricacies of the increasingly complex song. As she played, Deacon discreetly sifted through the contents of the bag, withdrawing a few select papers and looking with distant concern over the other contents. When it seemed likely that Ivy was several minutes away from a break in her playing, he quietly pulled Myranda aside.

	"Isn't it astounding? She is phenomenal!" Myranda whispered to him.

	"Yes. Remarkable . . . Listen, Myranda. The crystal? It is mentioned here. Ivy's soul was held in a crystal for decades while they determined how best to put it to use, according to these notes. The soul was released by fracturing its vessel when she was placed in this new body. The crystal Demont wore, along with this crystal, must be the remains of that vessel. It would appear that the gem is still tightly linked with her soul," he explained in an almost silent whisper.

	"So it would seem," Myranda said, still distracted by the truly astonishing performance that Ivy was putting on. "When did you place that violin in your bag?"

	"That is the other thing . . . I didn't. I am certain that I never placed that instrument in this bag. There is no point that one might have been placed there without my knowledge. Certainly not the very one she claims to have left behind," he said nervously.

	"But . . . what would that mean?" Myranda asked, puzzled.

	"I don't know," he said solemnly. "And that concerns me greatly."

	Any reply she might have had was interrupted as the rousing tune reached its epic finale. It was an almost dizzying sequence of notes and chords. When she was through, she opened her eyes, a triumphant smile on her face. Myranda applauded her and lavished praise.

	"Where did you learn to play like that?" she asked, hugging Ivy.

	"I just know!" she said. "Deacon, did you bring the case for the violin?"

	I sincerely hope not, he thought, as he reached once more into the bag. "I'm afraid not."

	"No matter. I really don't want to put it down anyway," she said, plucking a light melody to busy herself.

	With the graceful notes of the instrument softly lilting in the background, the hours passed quickly. As the short day came and went, there was nothing in the way of motion from the ruined valley below. Deacon cast a spell or two to be absolutely certain that there was no longer any danger, and as the moon rose dimly behind the clouds, the group marched on. The infectious joy Ivy had felt had done more for them than a night of sleep ever could, so there was no need for further delay. The mood was considerably brighter now. Forgoing the bow as she walked, Ivy plucked the strings merrily, a smile on her face.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10

	The path Myranda and the others followed twisted into the mountains, nestled deep in a narrow pass. The going was slow, with ice and snow tumbling into cascades with nearly every step. It left the path unsteady, and constantly shifting, but they made their way as best they could. Ether, for reasons she kept to herself, chose to remain in her human form, slipping and stumbling with the others rather than becoming something more surefooted. When the pass widened a bit and leveled out, Deacon took advantage of the more forgiving terrain to spend a few moments scratching at a sore spot on his arm.

	"What is it?" Myranda asked.

	"Nothing to worry about. What direction are we heading?" he asked, adjusting his sleeve once more.

	"North, roughly," she said.

	"Have we decided upon our next goal?" he asked.

	"The capital," Lain answered, a few steps ahead of the rest.

	"The capital. Do you really feel that is wise?" Ether asked. "We are incomplete. The fifth Chosen must be located before we attempt the final confrontation lest we risk failure."

	"I do not care what fate has intended to happen. My intention is not to fulfill my role in history, it is to find and kill the beings responsible for continuing this war. When they are dead, the structure of the northern army will collapse. The war will end. I will be able to find a place for Ivy, and I will be able to turn back to my earlier cause," he said.

	"And if the war does not end with these few assassinations?" Ether asked.

	"Then I will continue to cut the threads that bind the war until it unravels," he said.

	His words carried an air of finality, making it clear that further questions would be unanswered. The group continued with as much speed as they could manage until the constant wind that whipped at them rose to painful levels. The ice and snow it hurled at them was mixed with fresh flakes from above. A long overdue blizzard surged up with little warning, driving them into the shelter of a cramped cave with an uneven floor, high up a rather steep slope. The driving wind continued to howl harder and harder outside the mouth. Ivy had carefully protected the violin against the worsening weather until they reached shelter, but before long the whistling outside was enough to drown out even her loudest notes.

	The temperature inside the cave, numbingly cold to begin with, dropped steadily. Myranda shivered, casting one spell after another in an attempt to keep feeling in her extremities. Deacon managed to repeat the enchantment he'd placed on his own cloak on hers, but it only managed to take the bite from the cold. As time passed, the storm only grew stronger. The opening began to fill with snow, so much so that Lain and Ether had to clear it every few minutes, lest they be trapped within.

	Hours passed. The wind and snow did not relent. Soon the cold was joined by an equally serious concern: hunger. The meal they had eaten the previous day had been a meager one, and easily a day had passed since then. Before long, Myranda's mind began to drift back to that horrible day all those months ago, starving and lost, freezing in the middle of a field. The day she found the sword. The day this all began for her. 

	Ivy plucked at her violin, the sound lost in the wail of the wind, but as she did so, she seemed increasingly flustered.

	"I can't . . . I can't quite . . ." she called out, attempting something that she seemingly couldn't complete.

	"What's wrong?" Myranda replied, maneuvering closer to Ivy to avoid yelling quite so loud to be heard.

	"I keep making mistakes. I don't know why," she said.

	"It is the cold, Ivy, it is getting into your hands," Myranda said, clasping them between hers. "You are cold as death, Ivy!"

	"No. No I'm not. I don't feel cold," Ivy said, lowering the violin to clasp Myranda's hands back. "And . . . you don't feel cold either. And you don't feel warm. I can hardly feel you at all."

	"Your hands are numb. You've got to warm up!" Myranda said, pulling her staff free and conjuring up a flame. "I don't know how long I can keep it going, everyone, so gather around."

	Ivy did as she was told, with Deacon joining her. He lent a bit of his own mind to the flame, to ease the burden on Myranda. It didn't help much. The heat was a godsend, though. For the first time since the wind began to pick up, Myranda stopped shaking.

	"I really don't feel the warmth. Or the cold," Ivy said, holding her hands to the fire so closely they threatened to singe. "What I feel mostly is hungry."

	"I know the hunger seems bad, but right now we have to worry most about the cold. Give the fire time to warm you," Myranda said. Her unfortunate life had made her something of an expert at prioritizing such things.

	More time passed, and Ivy's condition began to worsen. The breath of all others within the cave left as great foggy clouds, but her breath was weak and wispy. She seemed distant, her head drifting and jerking suddenly, as though she would collapse at any moment.

	"Ivy. Stay focused. Why don't you play the violin some more?" Myranda offered as she edged in for a closer inspection.

	Ivy picked up the violin, but nearly dropped it into the fire, her fingers refusing to close around the neck. Myranda gathered to mind what she'd been taught about healing. What she sensed was worse than she could have imagined. Ivy was failing. Her heart was weak. Her breathing was weak. Even her soul was a flickering ember of what it should have been.

	"What is wrong?" Lain demanded, an intensity in his eyes, and for the first time, fear in his voice.

	"I don't know. She is beyond weak. I can't explain it," she said. "We need to do something to get her strength up."

	"Will food help?" he asked, almost begging.

	"It may, but I'm not sure it will be enough," she said.

	Deacon rubbed his eyes and held his crystal out, the glow within it flickering to life as he tried to lend a hand in the diagnosis. Lain rushed out of the mouth of the cave and into the deadly weather outside. Ether watched him go, glancing back to the others briefly before rushing after him.

	"Keep her talking," Deacon said, shaking his head before returning to the task of finding the source of the weakness.

	"Ivy. Ivy, listen to me. I want you to think back," Myranda said.

	"No . . . no thinking back," she almost moaned, her voice barely audible against the whipping wind.

	"Not to the bad times. To the good times. The times after we found you. Please, just say anything. Anything you remember," Myranda urged.

	"Uh . . . I remember when everything fell," she said.

	"Good, good, what else?" Myranda prodded.

	"Things. Things are always falling. The valley. The town. The fort. All of the forts. Everywhere I go, things are falling down," Ivy said.

	"Yes, what else?" Myranda said.

	"Uh. The horses never last . . . the supplies, too . . . we always end up on our feet, the sky over our heads, hunting for food," Ivy muttered. "Myranda . . . am I . . . dying?"

	"No! No, Ivy, you are not dying!" Myranda urged.

	"It is all right . . . As long as you are here . . . I don't mind . . . thank you . . . I'm sorry I couldn't . . ." Ivy slurred before slipping into unconsciousness.

	"Ivy!? Ivy!" Myranda called out, shaking her.

	"Let her rest. I know what it is," Deacon said, slumping back.

	"What? How do we help her?" Myranda cried desperately.

	"She was hurt by the undead. You closed the wounds, remember?" he replied rummaging in his bag.

	"Are you saying she is infected? Cursed?" Myranda gasped.

	Deacon withdrew Ivy's crystal. The wisp of black was now a thick, inky cloudiness, and it was slowly but surely growing.

	"It is the curse. It has wrapped itself around her soul. She's got time, but not much," he said.

	"Why didn't I detect it?" Myranda asked.

	"It is a disease of the soul, not of the body," he said.

	"What do we do?" she asked.

	Deacon dug into his bag and pulled out a slim, leather-bound book, different from the one he constantly took notes in. As he flipped through the pages, vastly different scripts and illustrations swept by, as though he was riffling past whole volumes without getting any closer to the end of the book. When he found what he was looking for, he pulled his other book out and scribbled some hasty notes on a clean page. As he did, he muttered to himself, closing his eyes and tilting his head back from time to time before launching on a new search.

	"There is no single spell like it. Soul Blight . . . similar. And Reanimate," he mumbled.

	"What are you saying?" Myranda asked, anxiously glancing at Ivy's barely breathing form.

	"The black magic and necromancy practitioners in Entwell do not speak of a spell exactly like this one. It seems like a combination of two of them, with something else added. Soul Blight is a spell that feeds off of the target's soul until it is too weak to recover. Reanimate restores motion to a soulless husk, but it requires an outside will to support it. This spell is a masterful union of the two. It feeds off of the victim's soul, then uses the strength it sapped away to sustain a spell of reanimation. Something I've never seen before allows it to spread itself by breaking the skin of a new host. It is a work of dark genius," he said.

	"Is there a cure?" Myranda urged.

	"The only way to cure reanimation is to dispel the controlling will, the source of power. But her own soul is the source of power, so we must act before she is fully reanimated. But that would require that we cure the Soul Blight aspect of the spell and . . . well, it is black magic. It is intended to be irreversible, a way to kill a wizard that might otherwise be able to raise himself from the dead," he said.

	"You're saying that there is no saving her?" Myranda said solemnly.

	"The spell has to be changed," he said, the sound of realization in his voice.

	"How can we change a spell that has already been cast?" Myranda asked.

	"You can't, but I may be able to. There is no time to lose, if this has a chance to work, it must be done now," he declared, throwing aside his books.

	He crawled to her, raising her to a sitting position and propping her against the freezing wall. Her head lolled limply. He held her forehead with one hand and steadied himself with his other on her shoulder. His eyes locked on hers; they fluttered ever so slightly to reveal the milky pupils brought by the affliction. The unmistakable look of concentration that came with the most strenuous of spells mixed with a tinge of almost manic desperation as he went to work.

	"She . . ." he struggled to say. "She may . . . she will . . . worsen. And quickly. As will I."

	"Why? And why will you?" Myranda asked, suddenly fearful for them both.

	As she asked, part of the answer became clear. The sleeve had slid back on his raised arm, revealing a day-old scrape, suffered during the battle with the undead. It was minor, but it did not remain so. His skin, already a sickly pale she'd attributed to the cold and hunger, grew paler still around the wound. As the pallor spread, a blackness crept into the wound and then feathered outward slowly along the veins of his arm.

	"When did those creatures touch you?" she gasped.

	"Never mind . . . me," he said, the focus taking virtually all of his mind. "When I am through . . . keep her safe. And warm. Keep the fire going . . . as long as you can. She will be weak . . . but . . . if she can last just a few hours . . . the curse will be gone."

	The blackness that, even as he spoke, brought the look of death over Deacon now began to show itself on Ivy. The snow-white fur began to darken in patches where it was thinnest--around her eyes, the pads of her fingers, her ears. Her claws split, leaving jagged, yellowed shards. The sight was stomach-turning, the rigors of death pouring over her friend and her beloved in a matter of minutes. Slowly, Deacon removed a shaking hand. His fingers were bone-white; his face was gaunt. 

	Weakly, he reached for the crystal, Ivy's crystal. He held it up to the fire that Myranda had faithfully kept alight and stared. The shifting black stain within halted. A long minute passed as he and Myranda pored over the waving of the cloud. Finally it seemed to slow and pull inward ever so slightly.

	"The deed is done," he said, his voice harsh and raspy.

	"What did you do?" she asked with urgency. "We need to cure you."

	"Not the same way. Too dangerous for you," he said. "There are other possibilities. She was further along than I was. We still have time."

	"I don't care how dangerous it is, I will not let you die while we try to find something else when we know that there is a method that works," she assured him.

	"We don't know that it works. She has a long night ahead of her. She will need every bit of her strength to fight off the last of the curse," he replied.

	"Just tell me," she demanded. "I'll deal with the consequences."

	"Absolutely not. Now, the traditional treatment for necromancy is to counter its darkness with--" he began.

	"This is madness! Why are you risking your life!?" Myranda protested, tears clouding her eyes.

	"--holiness," he continued, raising his voice to compete with her cries. "Holy water, in fact. Anointing the wound has proven effective in some cases."

	"You yourself said that there isn't a cure for Soul Blight," she tried to reason.

	"But this isn't Soul Blight. It may have a weakness that the true spell lacks," he countered.

	Myranda threw her hands up. "Where are we going to get holy water!?"

	"That is . . . a valid point," he said, as though the thought hadn't occurred to his increasingly addled mind.

	He reached for the slim book again, leafing through the pages.

	"Necromancy . . . yes . . . the--ah . . . the blessing of a priest is a powerful tool . . . but we haven't got a priest. Ah . . . there some herbs that can slow the process," he offered.

	Myranda looked about helplessly. She pulled the canteen from the provisions she carried with her and scooped some snow from the mouth of the cave.

	"What are you doing?" he asked.

	"I'm Chosen, right? That means that I am a product of divine will," she said, filling the canteen with snow and willing some of the fire around it.

	As the snow melted, she thought. In time, the words came.

	"Oh, powers above. The mark on my hand is your sign that I am your tool in this battle. I represent our world. I defend it. I did not ask for this role, but I have done my best to fill it, and I have expected nothing. But now the very forces that I am tasked with turning back are threatening to take the one soul that has touched mine. A being whose life may as well be my own. All I ask is that you give me the power to wash away the blight of the dark ones. All I ask is that you imbue this humble water with some trace of your purity, that it might restore this victim of the darkness," she spoke solemnly.

	Myranda waited and watched, her senses aflame, hoping for some sign, any sign, that her prayer had been answered. The flame she maintained flickered, the wind outside wailed, but there was no indication that anything had changed. She drew in a deep breath and motioned for him to uncover the wound. She sprinkled just a few drops upon the blighted flesh.

	"It . . . it feels warmer . . . no . . . hot," he said, pain creeping up in his arm.

	He cringed as the blackness pulled back, giving way to the red blood and pink flesh that it had replaced. Deacon stifled a cry of pain as the feeling that had been stolen from him returned all at once. In a few moments, his arm seemed almost healthy, and the complexion of his face had improved. 

	Myranda let out a sigh of relief that turned into a laugh of joy.

	"I suppose I was a bit premature in my desperate act a moment ago. And we've discovered a new talent of the Chosen!" he said with a smile, recovering from the pain.

	Slowly, the smile faded from his face. He pulled back the sleeve to reveal that the pale, stained flesh was creeping back down. Myranda applied the holy water again, and again, but there was now no effect, as though the spell had somehow tempered itself against it. Before long, any evidence that they had tried anything at all was gone, and no further attempt worked.

	"It is . . . remarkable," he said in a wavering voice. He attempted to make a note of the discovery in his book, but his fingers would no longer cooperate.

	Myranda grasped his hand and pulled it away from the book.

	"Stop praising the spell that is killing you!" she demanded.

	"It is a masterwork. And I need to catalog its effects for future study," he said, trying to pull free.

	"Stop it, Deacon! It is madness! Just tell me what you did to Ivy and let me do it to you," Myranda cried.

	"Myranda, listen to me. I cannot allow you to risk it," he said, suddenly wavering enough to lose his balance.

	"But . . . I can't lose you!" Myranda screamed through the tears. "I am the reason you are here. If you die, it is because of me!"

	"Myranda, no. It is only because of you that I even lived. Where was I before I met you? A . . . a tiny, unknown corner of the world. I was learning for the sake of knowledge. Perfecting spells that would . . . never be cast. Then you arrived. I had the honor of helping teach you . . . spells that would be used for the very highest purpose. I . . . became the first being in the history of this world to cast a spell of transportation. I was able to meet the Chosen. Children of legend. And I helped you. 

	"Myranda, you gave me a place in history. You gave me . . . immortality. Who . . . who . . . could hope for . . . anything . . . more," he struggled to say, his breathing becoming more labored.

	The hand he steadied himself with slipped and he nearly fell to the ground, but Myranda caught him.

	"No! Deacon, don't let go! Don't give up!" she cried.

	Her mind raced as she tried to determine why he would not share with her the means to save his own life. How could she force him to tell her? She cast a desperate look at Ivy. The answer to both questions came at once. She grasped his hand firmly.

	"What are you doing?" he asked weakly.

	Without a word, she dragged his twisted, jagged fingernails down her arm, opening a long gash.

	"No. No!" he cried, his eyes opening wide.

	"Now you have no choice," she said. "This was why it was too dangerous. You had to have the curse."

	His mouth moved wordlessly, his clouded mind awash in despair. As quickly as he could, he gathered what was left of his wits.

	"Listen. What I tell you now, I tell you so that you can save yourself, not me. You must seize control of the spell. As it gnaws . . . at your spirit, some of your own control . . . over your stolen will . . . fades in time. That time is . . . the key. You must feed the blight. Force . . . as much of your will in as you can . . . as quickly as you can. The curse . . . will grow like . . . a weed, but more and more of your will . . . will linger . . . there will come a moment . . . a brief one . . . when the will of the . . . spell is more yours than its own. It . . . is then that you strike . . . turn the affliction's hunger upon . . . itself. If you succeed . . . the blight will leech at itself . . . and waste away. Do you . . . understand?" He struggled, fumbling his hand through his bag.

	"I do," she replied.

	"Good . . ." he replied, pulling free the blade he'd fought the undead with.

	He knew that there was no dissuading her. She cared too much about him to do what he knew was best for the world. There was only one way to be sure she made the right decision. Make it the only decision. With all of the strength he could muster, he attempted to thrust one of the curving blades into his heart. 

	Myranda caught his hand and wrenched the blade away, throwing it far from his reach and pushing the bag away.

	"You must . . . save . . . yourself . . ." he begged her before the last of his will failed him.

	Quickly she propped him into the position he'd placed Ivy in and placed her hands upon his temples, searching his spirit with hers. In her mind's eye, the sight was even more horrific than it was physically. His soul, once brilliant and pure, was withered and twisted. She searched desperately for the blight, the affliction that she'd not seen in Ivy, but it simply wasn't there. As she sought, she felt a tinge within her own soul. It was unsettling, a foreign influence, tiny, pulling hungrily at her. Despite the fact it was unlike anything she'd ever felt, she knew instantly that it was what she was looking for. 

	Her searches turned back to Deacon, sifting for the same alien hunger. Having felt it, it was now impossible to miss within him. The nature of the affliction revealed itself, like a clinging vine that wrapped around his soul, ravenous, and drawing away what little power he had left.

	She forced her will upon it, and it eagerly devoured. Its poisonous influence drew tightly around his soul, growing stronger with every moment. As it did, the spell within her own soul supped upon the feast of will as well, sprouting and entwining itself about her. The speed with which she was weakening was frightening. She could feel a part of herself flow into the spreading infection and wither away, as though it was being dissolved. She jerked and twisted her mind, prompting an ever so slight imitation in the blight. She needed more.

	Without hesitation, she unleashed every last bit of her mind, feeling it slip into the abyss eagerly. The strength poured from her like a torrent, seemingly to no avail. It drank up all that she had without pause. Her view of the spectacle began to fade, her focus quickly wicking away into the darkness. In a few moments, she would have nothing left to give. Dizziness seized her mind, threatening to tear her from her trance. She fought the disorientation, knowing that if she lost focus now, there would not be another chance. 

	The end was upon her. Her grip was slipping. Just as she was about to lose the last thread of connection to him, she felt a feeling she'd never imagined before . . . like her mind was simultaneously inside of the abyss and out. This was the moment. She turned what little was left of her mind to the almost mechanical workings of the spell that gorged on her power--and twisted it.

	And then the connection was gone. The world faded slowly in around her. She was in darkness, the fire had vanished, but she felt no cold. She felt nothing. As her hands fumbled blindly about the ground, her mind struggled to grasp what had happened. Some small corner of her thoughts tried valiantly to hold her mind together, but it was filled with a deafening static and disorienting stirring. She could not remember what it was that she had done, nor what she was doing. Indeed, she could not even think. Her fumbling tipped the canteen she'd placed upon the ground, the contents sloshing onto her fingers.

	Instantly, there was a white-hot pain. It was a stinging--definite, solid, and real. It cut through the static and stirring like a knife and she latched onto it. Time was against her. Already it was fading, already she was forgetting what it was that she had so briefly achieved, but she knew she wanted it back. Her fingers closed around the neck of the canteen and she raised it up. The contents spilled out, burning everywhere it touched, giving her an instant of clarity. This was it. Her chance to repeat the miracle. She put the canteen to her lips. 

	The stream of blessed water burned its way to her core, stabbing at her from the inside. The blight inside of her recoiled from it, losing just a hint of its grip on her. She knew it would not last long. Already she could feel the curse hardening to it. Resisting it. She dove her mind into it entirely, seeking the thread she'd pulled before and flexing what little will she had. Then: darkness.

	 


Chapter 11

	There was a stillness. The stirring, the static, everything was gone. Myranda sat up, the motion requiring the merest thought, not a whisper of effort, as though effort didn't even exist. Slowly, her surroundings appeared to her--not as though a light was growing stronger, but as though darkness was peeling itself back. 

	There was a presence before her. It was Oriech. Once she had believed him to be little more than an aging priest who despised her hatred of the war. He had since revealed himself to be much more, an agent of fate who guided the lives of those with a role to play. Now he stood in one of the few places in the cave tall enough to allow it, his eyes covered by a gray blindfold.

	"Myranda," he said, shaking his head slowly.

	"Am I . . ." she began.

	"Dead? No. But neither are you alive," he stated.

	"Why are you here?" she asked.

	"The more important question would be ‘Why are you here?’" he said.

	"I don't know what you mean," she replied.

	"Don't you?" he asked, turning his unseeing gaze to Deacon.

	"I had to save him," she said.

	"No, my dear. You did not. You wanted to," he replied.

	"I had to. I had to do what was right. If there was even a chance, then I had to take it. Was it worth it? Is he alive?" she asked.

	"For now," he replied.

	"And am I?" she asked.

	"In a sense," he answered.

	"Then why speak to me now?" she asked.

	"You are an oddity, Myranda. The powers above showed great concern when the fallen swordsman, Rasa, passed his role on to you. He was the intended Chosen One, not you, after all. Since, you have become a favorite among them. You even coaxed them to take direct action to bless the water. And it is not the first time that you have managed to move them so. In your short time as a weapon of the gods, you have cut deeper than any other. It is a testament to the greatness to which the people of this world may rise. In a way, you deserve the honor of the Mark more than any of your fellow Chosen. Until now, your heart and your judgment have done more to bring the others closer to their goal than anything I could have done--but that same heart has also brought you to death's door time and again. It has done so this time in a struggle that you needn't have risked," he said.

	"What would you have me do? Shrink from danger? Protect myself at all costs? Are those the actions of a hero?" she asked.

	"I would have you do as you always have. Let your heart be your guide, but temper its guidance with the knowledge that it is not always the place of the hero to do what is right. It is the place of a hero to do what must be done," he said. "Know that not everyone can be saved."

	His last words faded into echoes as the darkness reclaimed her surroundings. For a time, there was nothing--only blackness and silence. Slowly, the wail of the wind outside found its way to her ears. The icy chill of the water she had spilled stinging at her hands was quick to follow. Her eyes opened, though it made little difference; there was not a hint of light. She felt for her staff, but it soon became clear that she hadn't the strength of will to cast a spell even if she did manage to find it.

	She languished in the darkness, her other senses and sensations slowly returning to her. The penetrating cold. The gnawing hunger. The paralyzing fatigue. She'd been tired before, but some aspect of her ordeal had left her with scarcely the strength to breathe properly. All she could manage was to lie still, listen, and think. She thought about the weakness she felt. The fact that it wasn't abating. She thought about the cure. Deacon was not sure that Ivy would make it until the morning. The malthrope was far heartier than either of them. If she didn't survive, there was no hope for them. She thought about Oriech's words. A warning. If there came a choice between victory and the life of someone she cared deeply for . . . could she let them go?

	In her mind, the torture of doubt clawed at her for more time than she could comprehend. Outside, the wind died slowly, perhaps over minutes, perhaps hours. In its wake was a stillness that was infinitely worse. The slow, steady beating of her heart filled her ears. Her eyes shifted. The faint gray light of reflected sunlight traced long shadows across the stone ceiling. Daybreak. Suddenly, a sound. 

	Myranda's heart leapt. A weak cough echoed around her.

	"M-Myranda?" came Ivy's harsh voice.

	The young wizard tried to answer, but the strength just wasn't there. The sound of clumsy shuffling motion drew nearer to her. Finally, a pair of pink eyes stared into her own.

	"Myranda? Are you all right?" she asked, weary anxiety in her eyes.

	Her face was gaunt, worn, but alive. The mask of death had retreated. It had taken a toll, perhaps, but it was gone. Her eyes had a heartbreaking mix of fear and urgency.

	"Say something, please. Did . . . did something happen? Did I do this!?" she begged, tears falling on Myranda's face.

	With great effort, Myranda turned her head. The light of the narrow mouth of the cave fell on her broken staff, just beyond her reach. She locked her eyes on it and released a ragged breath.

	"Your staff? You need your staff?" Ivy asked, dragging herself to the fallen tool.

	She placed it in Myranda's hand and closed it. A whisper of clarity came to Myranda's mind. She fought a breath into her lungs.

	"Deacon," she croaked.

	"Deacon," Ivy repeated, pulling herself now to his side. "He's breathing."

	Myranda pulled in another breath and heaved it out as a sigh. She wanted to pull herself up, to place an arm upon Ivy's shoulder and set her mind at ease. All she could manage was a weak smile and a profound sense of relief.

	Ivy sat, nervous and confused, watching Myranda slowly recover. She thought back to the times she had transformed. This did not begin the same way. It was not a racing heart and a blinding light that she remembered last. Quite the opposite . . . but the ending was the same. Surrounded by the people she cared about, the only people who cared about her, weak and beaten. Could this be some horrible thing she had done? Something that had never happened before? The thought cut into her. The crunching footsteps and familiar scent that beckoned her senses came as a blessing.

	"Myranda! Lain is here! He'll take care of us! Don't worry!" she said, a smile fighting its way to her teary face.

	As Lain forced enough snow from the entrance to squeeze inside, Ivy dizzily climbed to her feet to greet him gratefully. 

	The sight that greeted his eyes was a disturbing one. Myranda was on her back, eyes fluttering weakly. Deacon was slumped against the wall, eyes shut. Lain dropped the results of the hunt, a pair of mountain goats, on the ground, but Ivy ignored them, shuffling past and pulling at his arm.

	"You have to help them! I don't know what I did, but they’re sick!" she cried.

	"Stay calm. Are you well?" Lain asked the frantic creature.

	"Never mind about me!" she urged, pulling him to Myranda's side.

	He crouched beside her, touching her face and listening to her chest and breathing. She was weak, there was no doubt.

	"Has she been worsening?" he asked.

	"No. No. I think she's been getting better. But not much," Ivy said.

	"She needs time," he said.

	"Are you sure? What about Deacon? He hasn't gotten any better at all," Ivy asked, now pulling him to the slumped young wizard.

	He was considerably worse, colder to the touch, a weaker heartbeat, and managing only the shallowest of breaths. Death was not far off.

	"Well? Is he going to be all right?" she begged.

	Lain's silence was telling. Ether stepped inside of the cave in her human form, dropping a load of gnarled, dry pieces of wood, no doubt every last bit that was to be had on the mountainside. She surveyed the others with a cold, detached stare.

	"What did that foolish girl do?" she asked with a sneer.

	"Ether! You need to do something!" Ivy cried.

	"What would you have me do?" she replied.

	"I don't know! You know magic! Myranda heals people with magic? Can't you!?" the panicked creature cried.

	She glanced over the ailing humans. Her eyes saw much that others did not. The sorry state of their faltered spirits was even clearer to her than their worn bodies. Myranda had always had a soul with respectable power, Deacon's perhaps her equal. The amount of effort it would have taken to tax them to this state was considerable, and yet there was no sign of struggle, no sign of anything that could explain it.

	"What happened here?" she asked.

	"I don't know! I just . . . I got tired. I passed out, and when I finally had the strength to stand, this is what I found. Can't anyone do anything?"

	A fire was started and some of the meat prepared to the best of the rather limited abilities of those who had any strength. Ivy was starving, as hungry as she'd ever been before, but the concern for her friends robbed her of any appetite she might have. Carefully, she moved Deacon and Myranda together, nearer to the fire, and rested their backs against the wall.

	"You've restored them before. The yellow aura," Ether pointed out.

	"That happens when I'm happy," Ivy said.

	"Well, then the solution is in your hands," Ether stated simply.

	"It isn't that easy, Ether. I can't just be happy," Ivy replied.

	"That is preposterous. Why?" Ether asked.

	Ivy shook her head. "It . . . it is an emotion. You wouldn't understand."

	Ether bristled with anger. "Don't you dare condescend to me! I do not understand? I have watched you tossed about by the seas of emotion since we had the misfortune of finding you."

	"Stop it!" Ivy barked, the faintest hint of a red flare accompanying her words.

	"There. You see. Anger comes quickly enough. As does fear. Why should happiness be any different?" the shapeshifter asked.

	"It just is," Ivy said sternly.

	"And what of that noisemaker you seem so pleased to tug at? That seems to improve your mood," Ether asked.

	"I don't feel like playing. Anything that I might play now would be mournful and sad," Ivy replied.

	Ether shook her head. "It is nothing short of remarkable how a being with such considerable potential can manage to be so paralyzingly useless."

	Ivy sneered and turned her attentions back to Myranda. After a time, as the fire warmed the cave enough to be livable, Myranda recovered slightly. Her body still seemed uncooperative, her fingers barely able to close and her arms too heavy to lift. Ivy managed to feed her a bit of the cooked food, and give her some water. It was nearly an hour more before Myranda was able to speak without slurring and feed herself, albeit with help. She reluctantly explained what had happened. When she was through, the result was not a surprising one.

	"I wish that I could say that this came as a surprise, even a slight one, but really, it is typical behavior for you, isn't it? You endanger your life saving meaningless beings. I had begun to believe that you were on the verge of grasping your role in this world, but now I see that such a revelation is far beyond what you can manage. I had thought Ivy was the greatest threat to our cause, but now I see in even that way she is inferior," Ether ranted.

	"Even when you are insulting someone else, you insult me too," Ivy growled. "Leave both of us alone. Deacon is a good man. He has helped us, why shouldn't we help him!?"

	"No, no. She is right, I--" Myranda began.

	"Don't agree with her!" Ivy scolded. "What does she know? You just ignore her and get your strength back so that we can finish making sure that Deacon is healthy, too."

	"Listen, beast, I--" Ether began.

	"No, you listen! Myranda has a good heart and a good mind, and if she decided to do this, then it was the best decision. I don't have to listen to you spray your venom at us every time we show something you consider to be weakness, be it emotion or compassion or anything like that. You just save your breath, because I am not paying any attention to you anymore. When we have to kill something, then you can open your mouth. Until then, just keep it shut! Understand!?" Ivy lectured.

	Her heart was racing, and no doubt if she'd had more of her strength about her, she might have been fighting off the fiery transformation that anger so frequently pulled from her. 

	Ether was taken aback, holding her tongue as fury and indignation each fought to have their own words expressed first. 

	Ivy smiled triumphantly and snatched up her violin. She launched into a spirited melody that managed to perfectly convey her mood. The golden aura soon followed, filling the cave with a warm glow. It was not long before the weariness began to vanish from Myranda's muscles and her mind began to clear. By the time the final jaunty notes of the tune rang out, Myranda was nearly herself, albeit tired, and Deacon was beginning to come around.

	Ivy continued to play, though the aura faded to a dim glow as her mood drifted back to normal. Deacon looked about, his eyes turning first to Ivy, then to Myranda, each looking none the worse for the ordeal that they had been through. He then looked himself over. The effects of the spell lingered, it would seem. The scrape that was the site of the infection was far worse than it should have been, and he barely had the force of will to hold his eyes in focus, but the withering feeling eating at him from within was gone.

	"How did you manage to cure yourself?" he slurred to Myranda.

	"Your method, with a bit of aid from the holy water," she replied.

	"You must describe it to me," he said, searching the area around him for his book and stylus.

	"Later. For now you need to eat and get some real rest," Myranda said.

	"Myranda, I cannot be expected to sleep knowing that doing so might risk the loss of the facts of this momentous occasion. The clarity of our recollection is fading as we speak. To allow information to be lost is the greatest crime I can commit. I . . ." Deacon rambled, trying to pull himself to where the book had fallen.

	"Fine. You eat, I will write," Myranda offered, adding. "Ivy, make sure he eats something. I haven't got the strength to argue with him."

	Ivy nodded vigorously.

	Reluctantly, he agreed. Myranda began to record all that she could recall.

	Deacon asked questions, directed her writings, and generally focused on what was written to such a degree that it was only with the gentle insistence and aid of Ivy that he managed to eat anything at all. Finally, Deacon seemed satisfied with Myranda's record and turned his attention to nourishment. As Myranda flipped through the pages of the book, looking over Ivy's illustrations, she became aware of the fact that not a single word of the volumes that Deacon had written was familiar to her. Her time in Entwell had exposed her to a fair number of languages, both written and spoken, but save for the occasional character or symbol, the book bore little resemblance to any of them.

	"What language is this?" she asked, looking over the random assortment of runes with increasing confusion.

	"It isn't any one language," he replied, eagerly turning away from the food Ivy was offering. "It is shorthand. I record my ideas in the language in which I can state it most tersely. It allows for a very information-dense--"

	Ivy interrupted him by shoving the next bite of food into his mouth.

	"You, stop asking questions," Ivy ordered Myranda, turning to Deacon to add. "You, stop answering them. You are never going to get better if you don't eat something."

	Myranda grinned at how seriously Ivy was taking her new role. When the dutiful creature was satisfied, she made sure that each of those in her care were as comfortable as she could make them, and watched over them until real sleep came--not the exhausted unconsciousness that so frequently took its place. When she was sure that they were resting properly, she eagerly took her meal and her rest as well.

	Lain watched as she nestled between them. He scarcely believed it was possible. He'd never had a place in this world. He'd never belonged. All that he had, he had carved for himself. All of the problems that he faced, Ivy faced tenfold. She did not even know her past. Even her form was forced upon her. And yet, here she was. This was her place. These were her people. He turned to Ether. On her face was the look of detached disdain, but behind it there was something else. Something out of place.

	Ether watched Lain sit and begin the trance that took the place of sleep. As she did, she smoldered with an emotion she never imagined she would feel. Envy. It was only right that the pitiful creatures of this world envy her, but to envy one of them? Or two or three? They were useless, weak, foolish, and yet . . . they had the respect, even the adoration of Lain. Lain, who in Ether had his sole equal, instead squandered his attentions on the blasted facsimile. When he spoke to Ivy, there was affection. When he spoke to Myranda, there was trust. When he spoke to the shapeshifter, there was none of that. 

	He actually saw her as an annoyance, while the manufactured beast, one who was naught but a liability, was coddled and fawned over. What could the two of them possibly have that she lacked? And the two humans. They found in one another what Ether was denied. It was a sign of weakness to desire this waste of time, this mental illness that they called love. Nevertheless, the yearning for it consumed her mind. 

	She tried desperately to force the thoughts away. They had led her to betrayal in the past. If she could not master them, there was no telling what they might drive her to. They were a weakness, a weakness she'd convinced herself that she simply lacked. Now, after an eternity to prepare wasted, she was at their whims.

	Without sleep as a respite, the thoughts steeped in Ether's mind for a silent few hours. Lain was the first to stir, stepping outside to survey the conditions outside and plan their next steps in the journey. Myranda was second, Ivy waking shortly after.

	"Have you recovered from your act of idiocy?" Ether asked with her usual level of contempt.

	"I feel as well as I ever have, thanks in no small part to Ivy's excellent care," Myranda said. It was not entirely true, but she was better by far than she had been the day before.

	"Oh, it was the least I could do," Ivy said shyly.

	"Enough!" Ether shouted, turning away from the spectacle.

	"Are you well enough to move on? We have lingered here for too long," Lain said.

	"I am," Myranda replied.

	"Me, too!" Ivy chimed in.

	"Wonderful. That only leaves us with Myranda's latest lost cause," Ether remarked.

	"No need to worry about me," Deacon said, groggily.

	He managed to stand, but it was clear that the night had not been as kind to him as it had been to the others. There was improvement, to be sure, but he clearly was far from well. Twice he nearly fell as he gathered the scattered books and paraphernalia he'd removed from his bag. When he took his crystal into his hand, it became clear that the weakness went deeper than his body. The light in the crystal flickered dimly as he tried to cast a simple spell to supplement the fading glow of the meager fire. Finally, he gave up on the spell.

	"It would appear that without a touch of the divine to keep it at bay, the curse cuts a bit deeper," he surmised.

	"Are you certain that we can continue?" Myranda asked.

	"I'll manage well enough, but I fear it will be a few more days before I can cast a spell," Deacon replied.

	"Tremendous, then you are completely useless to us," Ether stated.

	Deacon picked up his bag.

	"I shall endeavor to avoid being a burden to you," he promised.

	"A lofty goal," the shapeshifter sneered.

	"You are meaner than usual . . . and I didn't think that was even possible," Ivy remarked.

	Ether silently moved to the mouth of the cave. 

	"When the lot of you are through wasting precious time, I will be outside," Ether growled, stalking out.

	When all had been gathered, and the remains of the previous day's meal choked down as breakfast, the group set off.

	 


Chapter 12

	The long storm had dumped a remarkable amount of snow on the narrow valley. Whereas it had taken a bit of a climb to reach the mouth of the cave when the heroes sought shelter, they were almost able to step right out of the mouth and onto the fresh snow. It was a thick, icy mix. That was a blessing. The lighter snow would have caused them to sink fairly to their hips as they trudged through it. The dense blizzard snow merely swallowed them to their ankles. They would be slowed, but not by much. 

	They continued north. Lain seemed familiar with the area, knowing without consulting the map that the pass they were making their way through would let out into a wide, deep valley.

	Myranda and Ivy stuck close to Deacon, concerned that he might fall behind. Thankfully, once the fresh air got to him, he perked up, making his own way with only slightly more difficulty than the others. Conspicuously absent, though, was his constant note-taking. He'd tried it for the first few minutes, but without his magic to hold the pages flat against the wind and lay out his other materials, it was simply too difficult. He finally put the book away after he finished reading Myranda's entries on the trials they'd survived in the cave.

	"I thank you for your thoroughness," he said between gasps of the thin, freezing air. "I look forward to rewriting it."

	"Rewriting?" Myranda asked.

	"Oh, not to worry. I intend to use your exact words, but I find that I remember things more completely if I write them myself," he replied.

	"I don't see how you could possibly manage to write in that shorthand of yours. Honestly, how many languages would one need to know to read it?" Myranda wondered.

	Deacon thought for a moment, replying. "All of them, I suppose, though less of some than others. And I suppose the abbreviations I use will complicate matters as well. Well, regardless, there are at least three people back at Entwell who can read it . . . Not that any of them will. I wouldn't be surprised if they've burned my books by now."

	"You really believe that?" she asked.

	"Well, there may be one or two who might care about what I may write . . . Azriel, but she'd never leave the arena to see it. Calypso, Solomon. I don't know. I've broken nearly every rule that we'd all agreed to live by," he said.

	His voice carried regret, as naturally it would, but a dash of realization as well, as though it was just now occurring to him.

	"I will not be remembered well," he added.

	Myranda placed a hand on his shoulder. He took her hand in his and looked her in the eye. Instantly the regret washed away as he was reminded why he'd done it in the first place.

	"But so be it. This is where I need to be," he said. "This is where I belong."

	Ivy marched along beside them. She had heard the tale he’d told when they first met. Of what he'd done to get here. Of what he'd left behind. As she turned it over in her head, slowly she came to realize that all that he'd left behind--a home, friends, comfort--were things she could never remember having. The memories of the days before she was rescued came in brief, blurred flashes. Until now, she'd never truly felt that she was missing anything, that these people who had found her were all that she would ever need. But now, she felt the tiniest twinge of longing--or, at least, curiosity. What was it that had been taken from her? Was it something as wonderful as he had given up? She would not trade her new friends for anything, but without so much as a memory of her own name, she felt incomplete.

	"Myranda?" Ivy asked.

	"Yes?" she replied.

	"Do . . . do you think I'll ever remember what it was like before? Who I was, I mean? Any of it?" she asked.

	"In time, I'm sure it will come to you," Myranda said.

	"With any luck, you won't," Ether remarked.

	"Hey!" Ivy objected.

	"Have you forgotten what happened last time you remembered? You were on the verge of losing control. Better to avoid pushing your weak mind to its limits," Ether reminded.

	"That was because it was something bad I remembered! There will be good things, too!" Ivy asserted.

	"And you would like to learn of all of the wonderful things in your life that were destroyed during that tragedy? Do you believe that will bring you happiness?" Ether asked.

	"I . . . I don't know. I don't care! They are my memories, I want them back!" the confused creature replied with finality.

	She crossed her arms. Ether's words had turned her mild yearning into a burning need. It grew quickly into an obsession. She wanted to know now. No--she needed to know. To satisfy her own curiosity, to prove Ether wrong, just to know. The reason was eclipsed by the need. A tiny, nagging worry prodded at her, questioning why it could have come to mean so much so quickly. It was ignored. The smoldering hunger for the knowledge grew.

	They crossed into the valley, and if Ivy had been in a lighter state of mind, she most certainly would have been struck by the beauty. It was left pure white from the fallen snow and sparkling in the light of the moon, which was peeking through a rare break in the constant clouds. The silvery light revealed a wide, crescent-shaped plateau leading around one edge. It sloped steeply upward a few dozen paces to the east, and dropped sharply down into a low, flat-bottomed valley to the west. Where they stood, it was perfectly level. Down in the valley, a thin river caught the light of the moon, flowing in a lazy curve, west, east, west, and east, like a pair of cresting waves, with a ring of five trees opposite the trough between. 

	The image stirred a weak memory. It was familiar. As quickly as it had come, though, the notion was gone, a surge of anger sweeping it away, and a thought rushed in to replace it. Ether had existed since the beginning of time, and she'd ended up with no more than any of them, and yet she looked down on them. The thought stuck in her mind. Since the beginning of time . . . 

	"Wait a minute! You know!" Ivy accused. "You know about what I was!"

	"Don't be a fool," Ether said.

	"No, no, no. You must know. You've been around forever, right? Either you know about me, what I was before, or you are even more worthless than I am," the malthrope said, poking Ether in the chest for emphasis.

	All eyes turned to the shapeshifter.

	"Myranda, tell this cretin the circumstances of my time in this world in the recent past. You may be able to phrase it in words she might be able to comprehend," Ether fumed.

	"Oh, I know. Myranda has told me plenty of stories. You were sort of everywhere, able to look but not touch until Myranda and Deacon and his people brought you back. But you did it to make sure you'd know when Chosen--like me--showed up, right? So I say it again: either you know about me, or you couldn't do the one job you claimed to be doing for all of that time," Ivy said, a flicker of yellow and red betraying an ounce of triumph mixing with her rising anger.

	"Fine . . . I was aware of you, but that was all. You were just a little girl, not worthy of my interest yet," Ether hissed.

	"A little girl . . . what was I like? Did I have a big family? Was I human or an elf, or . . ." Ivy asked eagerly.

	"It didn't matter; you were too young to have any attention paid. At the time, there were dozens of potential Chosen in the world, each and every one of them more powerful than you. I had my doubts that you were Chosen at all," Ether explained.

	"Do you at least know my name?" Ivy begged.

	"Names are meaningless. It would have been the last thing I would have sought," Ether replied.

	"How do you even know it was me!?" the creature raved.

	"You were a prodigy of music, art, all manner of frivolities, but you weren't the only one. Since then, the others have been tainted or killed. You were the only one whose fate I was not certain of," the shapeshifter said.

	"I . . . I can't believe it! Even before you knew me, you were looking down on me! And because I just wasn't interesting enough for you, you just paid me no mind! You could have known it all, everything! You could have had all of the answers to all of my questions! But you were too small-minded even then to take the time to so much as look in my direction! WHAT ABOUT THE MASSACRE!?" Ivy cried, a flare of red surging as she grasped the shapeshifter's currently-human form by the cloak and pulled her nose to nose. "You didn't think to save anyone, not even me, one of your own precious Chosen?"

	"GET YOUR FILTHY CLAWS OFF OF ME!" Ether cried, briefly taking the form of wind and slipping from Ivy's grip. "I realize that the weak, damaged bit of fluff that you call a mind cannot grip even the simplest of facts for long, but you said it yourself in your own painfully simple way. I could 'look but not touch.' There was nothing I could do."

	Lain stepped between them.

	"Enough. There is something wrong," he said.

	"Of course something is wrong. This beast's descent into madness is finally complete!" Ether raved.

	"No. I can't smell anything. Anything at all," he said.

	The others looked nervously about.

	"The wind is blowing and I can't hear it," Myranda said, holding up her staff.

	She tried to sense something, anything about her surroundings, but there was something preventing it, some sort of force. Slowly, she followed the flow of it. She could feel it grow stronger. As she turned slowly to face its source, Ivy cried out once more.

	"Listen to me! She could have prevented it, I know she could have!" the malthrope cried. "Why won't you listen to me!? I'll force her to tell the truth."

	The maddened creature hurled herself at the shapeshifter, who again changed to wind to evade her.

	"Ivy! Calm down!" Myranda cried, turning from the search.

	Lain too tried to get the wild creature under control. At first, she struggled, then turned her hostility to them.

	"Why are you helping her? She is a murderer!" Ivy screeched, throwing Myranda to the ground.

	The instant Myranda struck the ground, Ivy cried out and clutched her chest. The pain dropped away to a look of fear and confusion.

	"What am I-I . . ." Ivy stuttered, her look growing more desperate as she seemed to be quickly losing a struggle against something.

	"Ether," Myranda called out, climbing to her feet. "Somewhere over there. Something is being concealed. I'll hold off Ivy."

	The shapeshifter swept toward the edge of the valley from which they had come. When she reached the exit, she collided with something. The collision sent a ripple through the air, leaving a shimmering veil behind. The veil spread, revealing a full wall leading high into the sky. She pulled back and dropped to the ground, turning to stone and bashing at the wall. It wavered, but would not give. 

	Behind her, Ivy's frenzy grew stronger. The fiery red aura was threatening to overtake her. Just as Ether was about to rush to the aid of her allies, she heard a sound. It was peculiar, one she had heard before. At the same moment, Ivy's rampage suddenly ended. In place of her frenzied screams for revenge came impassioned pleas.

	"Help me, please! You've got to put me to sleep, or tie me down or something, I can't help it! I don't want to hurt you!" the creature cried, fear and desperation in her voice.

	There was a second sound, the sharp slice of an arrow through the air. Ether's eyes, locked on the point from which the first sound had come, beheld an arrow streaking into the sky, seemingly from thin air. Instantly, she pounced upon the point of origin. There was the splinter of wood and the sound of someone falling to the ground. The snow depressed under the weight of an unseen foe, and Ether quickly snatched up the enemy. As she did, an engraved metal amulet with a broken chain dropped from mid-air. A moment later, the struggling form that the talisman had concealed faded into view.

	"You! What are you doing here! What is this!?" Ether demanded.

	In her grip was the throat of Desmeres, Lain's infuriating former partner. He wore ornate armor; a handful of amulets, each glowing brightly, hung from his neck. Ether tore them from his neck as he clutched desperately at her arm, trying to loosen her grip enough to draw in a breath. Instantly ,the effects of the artifacts wore off. The sound of rushing wind, joined by the crackle of mystic energy, rose up all around them. The scent of their foe revealed itself to Lain and Ivy.

	"Explain yourself before I squeeze the life out of you," Ether warned, tightening her grip.

	Desmeres’s left hand held tight to Ether's stony arm, while the fingers of his right crept to one final crystal that dangled from his wrist. As he finally made contact, Ivy's madness surged back, and the helpless creature threw her friends aside, unable to resist the beckoning of the crystal. Ether quickly clutched the crystal with her free hand, halting Ivy, but also cringing in pain as it tore at her. She wrenched it free and threw it aside. 

	As Ivy struggled to understand what was happening to her, the others recovered and ran to her side.

	"You have only a few moments of breath left; I urge you not to waste them," Ether hissed.

	"You can kill me . . ." Desmeres croaked. "But if I were you, I'd do something about that arrow."

	She turned. At the far end of the valley, the arrow had landed. More of the same accursed crystals were affixed to it. Whatever spell had been assigned to them, it was beginning, and it was one of terrifying intensity. The shapeshifter thrust Desmeres against the shimmering wall behind him and shifted to wind, streaking toward the arrow. She was not the only one to notice, as Myranda was already rushing toward the quickly manifesting spell. 

	The air burned with the raw power of it. All of the light near the gems seemed to wick away, leaving a midnight-black gash in the valley that began to swirl and churn.

	Ether reached it first, but the force of it began to push her back. She fought against the torrent of energy, but began to lose ground. Finally, she turned to stone once more, dropping to the ground and plodding slowly forward. Myranda fought hard, but the energy burned at her viciously. Behind, Lain left Ivy with Deacon and stalked toward his prey. Desmeres was gasping for breath, pulling himself toward the nearest amulet. He had only just seen Lain out of the corner of his eye when he was pulled violently from the ground. The furious assassin's eyes burned with rage as he drew his former partner face to face.

	"Lain. I can't say I was looking forward to meeting you under these conditions," he said.

	"What is this?" he demanded.

	"Business," Desmeres replied.

	Deacon steadied Ivy by the shoulders and tried to look her in her wandering eyes. She was dazed, confusion and fear vying for control of her embattled mind.

	"Ivy, look at me; focus," he said, shaking her slightly. "I need you to calm down."

	"Calm down? Calm down! Deacon, my mind is screaming things that don't make sense! How can I calm down? How can I know what is even real!" she cried.

	"Listen to me, do you know what is doing this to you?" he asked. "Has this happened before?"

	"I don't know what's doing it, but Demont did it to me once. Only it was worse then," she forced through the fear.

	That was all he needed to hear. The crystal was to blame, the other half of the one he'd found in the workshop. He turned to search for it. When Ether was dealing with Desmeres, no less than a dozen crystals had been shaken free. Surely it was one of them. As he tried to move toward them, he was pulled back.

	"Don't leave me alone!" Ivy begged.

	Lain put a blade to Desmeres’s throat.

	"What did you think would happen, Lain? This had to end sooner or later," he said.

	"Tell me what you have done and how to undo it, or it ends now!" Lain stated, drawing the blade a few inches, prompting a trickle of blood.

	"Well, they were not content to let you come to them, so I had to bring them to you," the elf said with a smile.

	As if taking the words as a cue, the building spell chose that moment to reach its peak. A flood of energy burst out, throwing Ether and Myranda back and knocking Ivy and Deacon to the ground. Only Lain and his prey remained standing. Desmeres managed to wrench himself from the grip and raise a blade of his own. Lain swung his sword, but Desmeres’s own weapon blocked it.

	"It is rare that one of my creations meets one of its brothers," Desmeres said, "but, I can assure you, it is a reunion of equals. A last bit of advice, old friend. Don't waste your time on me. There are larger threats on the horizon."

	Lain raised his blade once more, but the sound of thundering hooves drew his attention. Desmeres tried to slip away, but Lain struck. The ornate armor proved no match for the masterfully-honed weapon. The blade found its way to Desmeres’s thigh, slicing deep into it before Lain finally rushed to the more pressing task at hand. 

	He turned to find the once-empty plateau filling rapidly with foes. Where once there had been only the arrow, now there was a great shifting black ring. Outside of it was the valley. Inside, as though he were looking through a window, was a paved courtyard filled with troops and beasts. The army began to flow through the portal.

	Dozens of soldiers on horseback and dozens more on foot rushed into the valley, every face hidden by a mask. Six standard dragoyles, and one beast that would have been a dragoyle save for the fact that it was easily three times their size and lacked wings, followed. The formerly silent valley was now filled with a deafening thunder of hooves and feet. Myranda managed to pull herself to her feet, dodging sword and pike long enough to retreat to Ivy and Deacon. Lain soon made his way to them as well, Ether fighting her way in soon after.

	The heroes formed a tight circle, the soldiers all around them working their way into formations and holding their ground. A stillness came suddenly, only the odd shuffle of feet breaking the tense silence. All weapons were held at the ready, each side waiting for a move from the other. The only motion came from the portal, as a pair of soldiers on horseback appeared. 

	The first was Trigorah, her gem-embedded sword held low but ready. The other was not familiar. He wore light armor, with a helmet bearing the same face guard that obscured the twisted features of the nearmen from view. The man's build seemed light, and he seemed far too frail to be on a battlefield. An infamous weapon was strapped to his back, the accursed halberd, dispelling any doubt as to who it might be.

	"Attention, Chosen!" Trigorah's voice bellowed with authority. "This, I assure you, will be our final battle. Too long you have evaded us. Too long have you resisted us. If it is your place to end this war, it is my place to see to it that you do so with the Northern Alliance intact. I am going to offer you this last chance to join our ranks. I beg you. Take your place by my side and together we will see this war to an end within the year."

	"Look at the abominations you've come to rely upon. How can you be blind to what has become of the north? These are the very beings we are charged with destroying!" Myranda replied.

	"Remove your helmets!" Trigorah ordered.

	The soldiers obeyed. Myranda's eyes widened, and her heart leapt to her throat. They were no nearmen. Every last one of them was human.

	"The nearmen are an unfortunate necessity in these trying times, but they are too weak-minded for this task. Every last face you see is a son of the north. These are your brethren," she replied. "Dare you take their lives and call yourselves heroes?"

	Myranda licked her dry lips and swallowed hard.

	"It is the place of a hero to do what must be done," she said, resolutely.

	"Truer words were never spoken," Trigorah said solemnly. "Men, capture if you can, kill if you must. This ends today."

	In a flash, every last soldier was in motion. Myranda crouched low and drove her staff into the ground; an expertly guided tremor knocked the nearest soldiers to the ground, but spared her friends, providing a precious moment of safety. Each of the heroes knew their target--save two. Myranda would face Epidime, Lain would face Trigorah, and Ether would handle the beasts. Ivy's eyes darted about, a sharp blue aura around her. 

	Deacon tried to gather some manner of spell, but his mind simply had not recovered enough. As he drew the Gray Blade and a dagger from his bag, he silently wished he'd spent a bit more time on the warrior's side of Entwell. As he was about to launch himself into the fray, he felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to find a familiar pleading look on Ivy's face.

	"Is this real? Is this really happening?" she begged.

	"I assure you. This is real," he replied.

	"Oh, thank heavens," she replied, a look of relief rushing to her face.

	With that she charged quickly into the circle of soldiers. One of the men who had been knocked to the ground had lost his sword, and deep in Ivy's mind she heard a call to take it up, but she knew that the instinct was not her own. Her mind had been the plaything of others already today. If she was going to fight, she would do it her own way. For the moment, she was unaffected by emotion. The mob of soldiers simply did not frighten her as much as the manipulation of her mind had. Any speed and strength she had was her own--but, fortunately, that was plenty. When combined with her practiced grace, she was utterly untouchable. The swords of a dozen soldiers were dodged with fluid motions. It was nothing short of a dance, but when the way was closed, when there was nowhere to dodge to, that was when the warrior within came to the surface. A single, well-placed blow was all that it ever took. A soldier would be sent reeling, the force of her attack sending him tumbling backward, scattering those behind him, and creating an opening.

	Deacon hurried after Ivy. Without his magic, the Gray Blade was virtually useless, managing to do little more than deflect the odd blow that reached him. He lacked most of the speed and all of the grace of the warrior he followed, but the chaos her motion caused created a wake just barely wide enough for him to slip through. He didn't know where she was heading, what she was planning. In fact, he doubted she knew. For the moment, though, she was heading precisely where he needed to be. Before the portal had opened, he'd managed to catch sight of what could only be the crystal that had been controlling her. He rushed toward it, almost invisible in the snow just this side of the wall, knowing full well that if one of the soldiers were to find it first, Ivy would become little more than a weapon.

	Ether threw herself at the first of the dragoyles. Despite the fact it was one of the smaller ones, the soldiers gave the clash a wide berth. The shapeshifter, still in her stone form, sidestepped a powerful snap of the beast's jaws and delivered a blow to the creature's head. When it tried to pull back for a second strike, she grabbed a hold and was drawn into the air with it. Once she'd managed a firm hold of the beast's neck, she began to rain blows down upon it unmercifully. In mere moments, cracks were opening in the monster's stony hide, oozing the black blood that flowed beneath. The abomination was well past the breaking point before long, and the soldiers and beasts that had held back until now moved in. 

	Arrows began to rain down upon her, but her rocky form shrugged them off. Not so for the vicious strikes that the other dragoyles delivered. By the time the third such blow found its target, her own stony hide was showing fractures of its own. Worse, a small contingent of the soldiers who held spears tipped with the blasted crystals that tore at her so effectively had made their way to the battle. Knowing that any one of those spears would do more harm than a dozen of the dragoyle's attacks, Ether decided the time had come to abandon her stone form for one that would not be affected by the crystals. The choice was obvious.

	Desmeres grimaced as he rummaged through a pouch at his belt. It was filled with glass ampoules that had held doses of his healing potion. Most had been shattered when he was thrown and had leaked out into the snow, but one small one had mercifully remained intact.

	"This is precisely why I do not get my hands dirty," he muttered through pain-clenched teeth. "It is not a one-man job. When this is through, I must find someone to fill Lain's role."

	He shattered the appropriate vial and poured it through the jagged hole torn in his armor and into the gaping wound. Instantly, the pain compounded as the imperfect elixir began to do its work. Desmeres stifled a scream and resolved to improve the concoction and produce some more effective armor before attempting something like this again. The agony faded somewhat, leaving an incompletely-healed wound, thanks to the undersized dose. After failing to pull himself to his feet, he scanned the ground desperately. 

	The battle was raging less than ten paces away, but he had no place in that. Simply by assembling the Chosen here and distracting them long enough to open the portal, he had earned the lion’s share of his fee--but it was in his best interest that the battle end in the D'karons' favor. For one, it would no doubt increase the size of his reward. Far more important, though, was the simple fact that if Lain finished this battle on his feet, Desmeres would not live long enough to collect. His sharp eyes spotted the crystal that would turn the tide and set about dragging himself toward it.

	Myranda flexed her mystic knowledge, conjuring gale force winds, tremors, and bursts of force, anything that could occupy or immobilize the soldiers without killing them. Epidime, the only soldier on the battlefield with his face still obscured, stalked slowly toward her. When a final heave of magic scattered the men that surrounded Epidime, Myranda coaxed thick, woody vines from the ground in an interlocking ring around them. The soldiers on the outside of the wall immediately begin hacking at it, trying to break through. It was clear that it wouldn't hold for long.

	"End this now, Epidime. I won't hesitate to do whatever it takes to stop you," Myranda said, gathering her mind for an attack.

	She unleashed the spell, a potent example of the little training in black magic she'd received, fully expecting it to be deflected. Instead, her foe did not even raise his weapon, the crackling ball of magic connecting and throwing him backward into the wall of vines. His frail body bounced like a rag doll off of the wall, his grip on the halberd loosening. She seized the weapon with her mind, trying desperately to pull it from his grasp, but his spindly fingers tightened around it, the first hint of the unnatural strength that Epidime brought to his hosts beginning to show. Myranda charged in and grasped the shaft of the weapon with her free hand, readying a second attack.

	"You chose poorly this time, Epidime. What is the matter? Have you used up all of the able bodies in the Alliance Army?" Myranda taunted, hoping to force him into a misstep.

	"I chose this one for sentimental value," came the voice from behind the mask.

	Myranda froze at the sound of the voice. There was a chilling familiarity to it. Without thinking, she released the weapon and grasped the helmet. Epidime thrust at her, knocking her backward, but her grip on the helmet held. It was torn from his head. As Myranda scrambled to her feet, the face she saw before her stopped her heart. It was old, but looked worn beyond its years. Gray streaks ran through the once-black hair, but the features, even twisted by Epidime's perpetual look of cold intellect, were unmistakable. 

	It was her father.

	Myranda's mind was aflame with a thousand emotions. Tears came to her eyes. Joy, fear, anger, hate, and love all combined in a paralyzing chorus of voices in her head. A fiendish smile curled her father's lips, followed by a mocking laugh.

	"What is the matter, my dear? This should be a joyous reunion, shouldn't it? After all, you sought me for years. Well, here I am," he said, cruelty peppering the voice of Myranda's loved one.

	"You . . . aren't my father," Myranda replied, her voice barely a whisper.

	"Oh, but I am. You look upon his body, and deep inside, his soul still resides . . . if only you could hear how it cries out for you, Myranda. Truly touching," Epidime said.

	Elsewhere, Lain made his way through the soldiers on his way to Trigorah. They did not resist him, pulling back with their shields and weapons held defensively. The first real resistance came when another special contingent, bearing whips, nets, and other tools of entanglement, sifted to the forefront. Lain evaded them effortlessly, reaching Trigorah in moments. When the two warriors met, the surrounding soldiers pulled back. There was no exchange of words. Indeed, there was barely time for a heartbeat. Lain launched himself at the general, still mounted on her horse.

	She managed to block the attack, but was knocked to the ground. Instantly, Lain was above her. Before he could manage a killing blow, however, one of the surrounding soldiers lashed at his raised weapon with a whip. He managed to evade the attack, but at the cost of a few moments. It was enough time for Trigorah to deliver a kick to her foe, staggering him. He recovered to find her on her feet. The warriors clashed swords again, again, and again. Each time, the gems that lined the general's blade took on a brighter glow. Soon, the weapon was burning with energy.

	Lain was relentless in his attacks. At first, it was all that Trigorah could do to block each one. As the clash progressed, however, the force of her blows increased. Soon, she was knocking back her foe, each time offering a window of opportunity for her men to attack. They hurled nets, lashed with whips, and swung bolos. It was clear that their intention was not to strike Lain, but to separate him from his sword.

	A bloodcurdling screech split the air. Where once there was a single massive dragoyle, now there were two. As the titans clashed, the soldiers below scattered. Earthshaking blows were traded, rocking the whole of the valley. Identical in every way, it was impossible to tell which of the beasts was friend and which was foe. The battle raged on, threatening to collapse the whole of the plateau into the valley below, until one beast forced the other to the ground, clamping its jaws on the head of the other and twisting its neck past the breaking point.

	For a moment, all motion in the valley came to a halt. The eyes of Chosen and soldier alike turned to the massive beast. The monster moved slowly, taking two plodding steps away from the fallen one. The inky black hollows of its eyes swept over the valley. Suddenly, in a lightning motion, the enormous creature snapped its jaws shut on the nearest dragoyle, shaking it to pieces. Instantly, the remaining dragoyles took to the sky, tearing at their new target as arrows rained down on it from the soldiers.

	Ivy's confidence was growing as the soldiers proved unable to lay a hand on her. She'd seen some of them out of the corner of her eye bearing nets, but they were swiftly and easily left behind. She'd managed to knock down quite a few of the soldiers, but she could not bring herself to truly attack them. These were not the teachers. They were only doing what they were told.

	"Ivy," Deacon called amid the chaos. "Head for the wall!"

	"Sure thing!" Ivy replied, grateful to have a direction for her efforts.

	The skillful creature dutifully cleared the way for Deacon, who tried his best to keep his eyes trained on the crystal. As they drew nearer, something which added a measure more urgency to their trek became visible behind the wall of soldiers. Desmeres had nearly reached the crystal. Deacon desperately tried to break free of the cluster of soldiers around them, but each time it was only through the masterful intervention of Ivy that he avoided being struck down. The soldiers were under orders to forgo fatal means when facing the Chosen, but it would seem they were not similarly instructed regarding Deacon. 

	Amid his attempts to keep the crystal in sight and dodge the constantly swinging swords around him, the wizard dug madly through his bag.

	Generally, he managed to keep it in a state of relative order, but in the rather brief time that he'd been too weak to cast any spells that had changed. Keeping track of the contents of a bag that was so much larger on the inside than it was on the outside without the aid of magic was exceptionally difficult, even knowing where things had been before. Doing so while under constant attack was impossible. He glanced up. Desmeres had nearly reached the crystal. Time was running out.

	"Hurry!" he urged his protector.

	In response, Ivy grabbed the nearest attacker by the wrists, yanked him from his feet, and hurled him at the remaining soldiers who stood in their way. After pausing briefly to marvel at the sudden showing of strength, the pair burst through the opening before them. Deacon sprinted as fast as he could toward Desmeres.

	"What do we do now, Deac . . ." Ivy began, but suddenly her voice trailed off, her expression blank.

	Desmeres breathed a sigh of relief as the soldiers surrounded Ivy and Deacon. The breath caught in his throat as Deacon managed to slip between them. He clutched the crystal tightly.

	"Get him! GET HIM!" he ordered.

	Ivy burst into motion, forcing her way through the line of soldiers and quickly closing on Deacon. Suddenly, a net was thrown over her.

	"No, no! Let her go!" Desmeres pleaded to the soldiers who, having finally managed to capture her, were not inclined to release their prize.

	It was too late. Deacon dove at Desmeres and tore madly at the crystal. As the pair vied desperately for control of the artifact, Ivy's mind was pulled in every direction. She bounced between Desmeres’s insistence that she escape and help to defeat Deacon, Deacon's insistence that she escape and save herself, and her own increasingly terrified thoughts.

	"Give it up! It is only a matter of time before these soldiers realize that they need to come here and help me!" Desmeres taunted.

	As the ruined body of the final dragoyle dropped to the ground, Ether looked over the battlefield. The creatures had taken a greater toll on her than she had anticipated. Taking the beast's form had left her with precious little strength. She found that the beast's eyes seemed to have a special sensitivity to the crystals she'd taken the form to avoid. 

	At the far side of the valley, Ivy was tangled in a net with dozens of the crystals knotted into it. There were a number of other such nets scattered among the soldiers. The only other sizable crystals she could see were those adorning the spears of the men who had managed to form a ring around her. If she was to have any hope of returning to one of her fundamental forms safely, she would have to eliminate the bearers of these weapons. Unfortunately, the soldiers quickly proved to be far less dimwitted than the dragoyles, and managed to evade her attempts at trampling them.

	As the men continued to bait her and evade her, Ether could feel her strength quickly waning. She'd been trying to avoid using the corrosive breath of her form, lest she risk injuring the others, but now it seemed she had no choice. She opened the massive maw of the creature and began to heave out a great cloud of the miasma, but no sooner had the first wisp of it wafted forth than she felt a sharp pain in her throat. Instantly, all of the strength drained from her. She could feel the stony hide begin to give way, falling to pieces.

	As she attempted to abandon the form, she felt the intense sting of a dozen crystals jabbing into her. If she were to change now, what little strength she had would be sapped away by the crystals. She remained in the defeated form, the slow realization of what had transpired dawning upon her. The soldiers had been waiting for her to resort to the beast's breath, hurling a spear into her mouth the instant it had opened. They knew that she would take on that form, and that she would have the same weakness. The dragoyles were easily felled in one blow by a precise strike to the back of the throat, and they had goaded her into revealing this flaw to them. It had been a plan, a trick, and she had fallen for it. Now, she was trapped within this helpless husk, a handful of the mounted soldiers already beginning to drag what was left of her through the portal.

	Myranda struggled to restore some measure of clarity. She tried to remind herself that Epidime had brought her father here for precisely this reason, that she was only playing into his trap. It was useless. Half a lifetime of searching and hoping had found their answer at the worst possible time, and her emotions would not relent.

	"Don't you have any questions for your dear father, little one?" Epidime asked, Myranda's turmoil obvious to him. "Don't you want to know how he was treated? What kept him alive through those long years of torture and isolation? Do as I say, what I know you want to do. Just come with me. I'll tell you everything. It has been too long, my dear daughter."

	The tortured wizard longed to take his offer. She knew that he was only trying to get her to betray the others, but to hear the pleas spoken in her father's own voice burned at her mind. As the first of the soldiers finally broke through, she lowered her staff slightly. The protective wall was torn away, revealing the battlefield that had been hidden. Myranda's eyes turned. Fleeting glimpses of Ivy's tortured struggles and Lain's continuing battle with Trigorah slowly filtered though the haze of emotion. 

	Epidime approached her as she was surrounded by soldiers. She raised her staff again, her eyes filled with resolve. Epidime's expression grew more sinister.

	"You always were a disobedient little whelp," he hissed.

	The clash began in earnest between Myranda and Epidime. Nearby, Lain's battle was fairing poorly. On the ground around him were a handful of soldiers unlucky enough to feel the bite of Lain's blade. Others had quickly stepped in to replace them, and they were growing more courageous. If this was not ended soon, it would not end in his favor. As the sword clashed again and again, Lain finally saw an opening. He managed a swift slash, cleaving Trigorah's armor and digging deep into her shoulder. The general lurched backwards. After a swift slice to the soldiers near enough to intervene, Lain moved in for a final attack. 

	Trigorah swung her sword, despite the fact Lain was not within reach. A ribbon of light arced forth from the blade. The assassin's own blade was able to deflect the spell, but it collided with enough force to hurl Lain backward, knocking the weapon from his hand.

	When he landed, he was instantly buried under a pile of soldiers. For a moment, they seemed to have him under control, but suddenly there was the screech of steel on steel and the soldiers scattered to reveal Lain, now holding the sword from a fallen soldier. As he began to carve his way back through the soldiers to get to their leader, Trigorah leveled the point of her sword at Lain and spoke a few arcane words. Lain's pace slowed, his motions suddenly subdued. His legs faltered, forcing him to drop to one knee. A tremendous weariness came over him. Soldiers closed in and restrained him, but he wrenched himself from their grasp, managing one last charge at Trigorah. 

	The general poured all of the energy stored in her blade into the spell. Without Desmeres’s blade to protect him from the magic, he was at its mercy. Finally, his strength failed him, and he collapsed.

	Deacon finally tore the crystal from Desmeres’s grip and plunged it deep into his bag, shuffling the other contents to be sure it was concealed. Without another will to command her, Ivy's mind was finally her own again. Realizing that she'd been captured, and still reeling from her chaotic ordeal, the blue aura of fear surged up around her. The crystals embedded in the net around her drew hungrily at the power, further terrifying Ivy.

	"What do I do!? WHAT DO I DO!?" she begged, trying desperately to escape the net.

	The soldiers restraining her were drawing the net tighter and beginning to drag her to the portal through which Ether's remains had been carried. The sight of the swirling form, coupled with the thought that they wanted to drag her through it, pushed her over the edge. Instantly, she was a blaze of blinding blue light. The net held, its crystals glowing brilliantly as they drank in her power, but the men who had been restraining her could not hold her back. As she desperately leapt toward the wall that trapped them in the valley, they were dragged along behind her. She collided with the shimmering wall with incredible force, the dozen or so soldiers yanked along by the net smashing into it a moment later. The mystical barrier rippled violently, but held. She hammered on it with her fists, but fear had granted her more speed than strength.

	As the men slowly recovered and attempted to secure the net around her, there was a burst of light. One of the crystals, bathed in more energy than it could contain, had burst, showering soldiers and Ivy alike with gem shards. The already-terrified Ivy's fear doubled as she tried to escape the crystals. The net, still tangled about her upper body, was dragged behind, along with the hapless soldiers who had managed to become entangled as well. Soon, other crystals began to burst, each time startling the creature and sending her in another direction.

	A streak of blue zigged and zagged through the valley, parting the soldiers like a boat cutting through the waves. Her frenzied path tore past Trigorah, colliding with her weapon and sending the blade hurdling through the air. It embedded itself in the cliff face high above them.

	"Someone stop that beast!" Trigorah ordered.

	All available soldiers rushed to the task, leaving Myranda alone with her opponent. She and Epidime had been hurling spells at each other without relenting; hers intent on separating him from his staff, his intent on simply defeating her. The valley was scorched and aflame in some places, deeply frozen in others. Now that there were no soldiers to distract her, Myranda knew that she would not get a better chance. She focused intensely, flexing all she knew of levitation and wrenching Epidime into the air. Holding out a hand to guide her foe into the air, she spread her fingers. Instantly, Epidime's weapon tugged away from him, threatening to escape his withered grasp.

	"What do you think you will accomplish with this, my child?" Epidime asked, as he clutched desperately at the halberd with both hands.

	"I will break your hold over my father," she declared.

	"Is that wise? After all, a decade in a dungeon tends to wear on the body," Epidime struggled to say. "Perhaps your father is only alive because of my presence."

	Myranda hesitated, but just for a moment.

	"I can hear his screams as you threaten to pull his fingers from their sockets, and I can hear his thoughts. The man has a greater will to live than you give him credit for," Epidime said.

	As Ivy continued her terror-driven rampage, Deacon rushed to join his friends. He didn't get more than a few steps before a painful blow from behind knocked him to the ground. A pair of the soldiers tossed about by Ivy had managed to get to their feet. When Deacon rolled to his back to face his attacker, a foot was placed on his chest and the tip of a sword held to his throat. Desmeres limped to where the bag had fallen and fetched it. He gazed inside, rolling his eyes at what he found.

	"Been to Entwell, have you?" he said. "I sincerely doubt anyone out here could have produced one of these."

	He reached into the bag, rummaging through the warehouse worth of contents.

	"I don't suppose you will be willing to locate the crystal and stop that creature from killing us all," he said after realizing that finding it on his own was unlikely at best.

	"You are siding with the D'karon. How can you dedicate yourself to a cause that threatens the very world you live in?" Deacon replied as they pulled him to his feet and held his arms behind his back.

	"Right now, I am primarily dedicated to survival," Desmeres replied.

	"What does he mean? Who are the D'karon?" the soldier restraining Deacon asked.

	"If you are so curious, ask him . . ." Desmeres said, immediately bashing the wizard with the hilt of his sword, rendering him unconscious. "When he wakes up. We'll need him to get the crystal back. Take him and the bag through the portal as soon as you can."

	Myranda's strength was beginning to flag. So, it seemed, was Epidime's, as his grip grew ever looser, and his intellectual look had become one of desperation.

	"You know . . ." he managed to say. "You seemed like a smart girl . . . I was afraid it wouldn't have come to this. And you seemed weak . . . I was afraid you wouldn't have lasted this long . . ."

	"What are you talking about?" Myranda asked.

	"Don't worry . . . the answer is forthcoming," he replied.

	The energy squandered in Ivy's mindless rampage, as well as that stolen by the crystals, began to take its toll. As she slowed, more soldiers were able to grasp the threads of tattered net that streamed from her to slow her more. Finally, a second, then third net were thrown over her. The new crystals finished what the old had started. The last of her surge of strength was wicked away, and the creature collapsed.

	Myranda turned to see Lain, Ivy, and Deacon heavily restrained and being led toward the portal. Lain's eyes were weakly open, but it was clear that he lacked both the strength and will to so much as struggle. As she realized that she was the last of the heroes that remained, her eyes turned back to Epidime. The look of desperation was replaced by a satisfied grin. His fingers closed tightly about the halberd and he launched a swift burst of black energy at her. The wizard dove to avoid it, rolling to her feet. Epidime dropped to the ground, not a hint of fatigue or concern on his face. It had all been an act, a distraction to keep her from helping her friends.

	In a final, desperate act, Myranda summoned an intense wall of flame. It weaved its way across the valley between Myranda and Epidime, blocking off the rest of the soldiers from those carrying her friends. The soldiers were then lifted into the air and hurled over the flames to join their fellow warriors. Myranda was not sure where the strength she burned now was coming from, but she was certain it was the absolute last she had, and it would not last long. She focused on reviving Lain. There was a powerful spell at work on him, one that would not be a simple one to unravel. She set as much of her mind as she could spare to the task. The familiar sound of arrows hissing through the air drew her attention. She raised a hand and they stopped in mid-air, hanging over the fire. Just a few moments more . . . 

	If Lain could be raised then perhaps there was a chance. She felt Epidime's powerful will pressing against hers, trying to undo all that she was doing. The wizard redoubled her effort. The spells held.

	"Myranda!" Trigorah called through the flames.

	Myranda looked through the burning wall. A dozen of her men had arrows drawn back and ready to fire at Myranda. The general pointed, and a single soldier trained his bow on . . . Epidime. He motioned for a pair of soldiers to restrain him, and when they had, he released the halberd. A look of confusion, fear, and anger came to his face.

	"Trigorah, you traitor! You've seen what the generals have done and you've done nothing to stop it! You've allowed your men, our brethren, to be sent to their deaths on the whims of demons! Fire the arrow quickly, and fire it true, because I will not live in the world that your treachery has created," he raved.

	Trigorah let fly the arrow. Myranda did not think. She threw aside all other spells. The arrow was all that mattered. She clamped her mind down on it. It halted, stopped dead in its path a mere whisper from her father’s chest. Then came the pain. The soldiers, under orders to take Myranda and the others alive, had aimed at the staff she held. One shaft plunged through her arm. As the intense pain swept through her, any hope at focus was lost. Trigorah's men rushed to the fallen heroes. Lain was still under the effects of the spell. Myranda's fading vision locked on the general as she approached the unconscious assassin.

	"I have given so many years, and so much of myself to catch you, Lain. First as an assassin, and now as a warrior of legend, your capture has been the one thing standing between me and my rightful place. And now that is over. In your defeat comes your greatest contribution to this world. Presenting you and the others to General Bagu will allow me to command the front once more. This war will finally see its end. The north will finally see victory," the general proclaimed.

	Epidime applauded.

	"Yes, yes. A life's work completed. Alas, I am afraid Bagu's trust in you is not what it once was. As such, it will be I who must present the Chosen to him. You will await reassignment," he stated.

	"What are you saying? I earned this," Trigorah replied viciously.

	"You could not have achieved it without my help. I should think that would imply we've equal claim to the right to present them, and since I am your superior, it is within my rights to claim the reward. Besides, that wound on your shoulder proves to me you are not as valuable as we had believed," Epidime mocked.

	"What difference does the wound make? Victory is still ours," she replied.

	"Victory is mine, not ours. Now, if you will, return through the portal," Epidime ordered, impatience mixing with his tone.

	"I will not allow you to take this from me, Epidime. And neither will my men," the general said, pulling a dagger from her belt. "Soldiers, restrain General Epidime!"

	For a moment, the remaining soldiers hesitated. An impatient tap of Epidime's staff and a surge of its crystal made their minds up. They turned, weapons ready, to Trigorah.

	"Well, I would say that it is quite clear where the loyalties of my troops lie. As for you? Well, I would count this act of insubordination as treason. Because of your admirable service to the Alliance, I will forgo the death sentence, but I'm afraid I must relieve you of your rank," Epidime said with false compassion.

	A look of pure hatred came to Trigorah's face.

	"So be it. If this is the way decades of faithful service is repaid, you can have my service band. I don't want it," she proclaimed.

	A smile came to Epidime's face as she pulled away the sleeve that had been ruined by Lain's attack. She ignored the pain of her injury, carefully undoing a latch that had remained clamped since before she'd been sworn in as a general. She pulled the engraved gold band away from her flesh for the first time in all of those years and threw it at the general's feet. Immediately, she felt a searing pain where it had been. 

	There, shining brilliantly with an unnatural light . . . was the Mark. The same mark that each of the Chosen bore. The former general cried out in pain as the burning of the Mark spread, the divine price for betrayal finally free to be paid. 

	As confusion and fear filled the minds of the soldiers who looked on, Epidime approached Trigorah. His frail fingers closed with unnatural strength around her throat and raised her from the ground.

	"So single-minded, so dedicated to your goal, you managed to convince yourself it wasn't there. That the mark you had worn since birth was nothing . . . meaningless. I knew you would. The instant we hid it beneath the band, I knew you'd thought your last thought about it, gleefully hunting down your would be partners. Digging your pit of betrayal deeper and deeper, until the only thing keeping you from the exquisite divine retribution you are feeling was our band. How does it feel?" Epidime asked.

	Trigorah struggled, now almost completely consumed in the soul fire.

	"You will pay for this, Epidime. I swear by the gods themselves that you shall pay, even if I have to claw my way back from hell!" Trigorah cried in a voice twisted by pain and hatred into a soul-searing screech.

	"You will have to," Epidime replied, hurling the burning form into the valley.

	After watching intently as the burning ember of her form streaked like a comet into the rocky valley to be dashed apart by its jagged floor, Epidime was satisfied. He turned to savor the look of horror on the faces of the soldiers before ordering them to their tasks. Each of the heroes was gathered up and brought through the portal. Desmeres limped to the portal, turning his gaze to the valley below and casting a long, thoughtful look before stepping through the gateway. 

	 


Chapter 13

	For a long time, there was only darkness. When the blurry light of a lamp slowly came into focus, the glow revealed something far worse than the darkness. Deacon shook his head. He was sitting in a chair, his hands secured behind his back. The room was small. Turning his head made the world around him swirl and the knot left by Desmeres’s blow throb. The only other things in the room besides himself and the chair he occupied were a table, upon which the lamp and his bag sat surrounded by a large pile of its former contents. The walls were stone, and the door heavy iron, protected on the outside by a pair of guards. They were nearmen, no attempt having been made to conceal their crude, monstrous faces. His motion prompted one of them to disappear down the dark hallway.

	The young wizard struggled. Around his neck was a collar identical to the one he'd seen affixed to the flickering image of Myranda that he'd managed to summon to his crystal all of those weeks ago. A brief, painful, failed attempt at a spell affirmed that it served the same purpose. Any attempt at magic would bring horrible pain. At least he knew that he'd recovered from his ordeal enough to cast spells. Even if the skill was currently useless, having it returned to him was a relief. As he plotted his next move, a figure appeared in the doorway. He matched Myranda's description of the general called Demont. Two of the odd weapon creatures hung at his back. His face had a look of weary disinterest.

	"Name," he stated.

	"Deacon," the wizard replied.

	"Well, Deacon. A few words. First, I would like to make it perfectly clear that, unlike the Chosen you've gotten yourself involved with, we have no particular motivation to keep you alive. Second, if you had been hoping you could escape from the collar in the same way the other human did, don't. We learn from our mistakes here. Corrections have been made. Finally, this is not an interrogation, and I am not Epidime. I do not consider this a battle of wills, a game, or anything else. I have very little patience. If I do not get the answers I desire quickly, you die, and I look for them elsewhere. Do we understand each other?" he rattled off.

	"Most certainly," Deacon replied.

	"Splendid. Now, how is it that the entire contents of my workshop seem to have been wedged into your bag?" Demont asked, irritation in his voice.

	"When I arrived to help Myranda, she was just outside the workshop . . ." he began.

	"No, no. Not why. How? Through what means can so much fit inside of so small a space?" the general corrected.

	"The bag has been enchanted to have a disproportionate interior," he said.

	"That is within your capabilities?" Demont replied, intrigued.

	"Given the time," Deacon said.

	"And is that information contained within this book?" Demont continued, holding up one of the two books that had been within the bag.

	"Not in a form that you will find useful . . . You haven't developed that particular enchantment?" Deacon asked.

	"Not to the degree that you have. I'd toyed with the idea of creating a beast that would act as a mobile prison, swallowing down detainees, but the size necessary for it to be useful made it a slow, easy target. Incorporating this enchantment would alleviate that, if it could be as significant as you've achieved," Demont said, flipping briefly through the book.

	"Interesting. You haven't perfected an age-old enchantment like that, yet your own transportation skills are tremendously ahead of ours. And, frankly, I never would have imagined actually manufacturing a living thing," Deacon remarked, letting his academic side show. "Such are the differing aims of our cultures, I suppose."

	"Mmm," Demont replied. "So it would seem."

	He reached into the bag and pulled out a violin case.

	"So it was in there," Deacon remarked.

	Demont looked over the case and set it down.

	"Would you consider joining us?" Demont asked flatly, as though it was more a formality than an actual request. "As a man of knowledge, the prospect of looking over a few of our more complete spell books should appeal to you, and you seem to be not without usefulness."

	"I can't do that," Deacon replied.

	"So I suspected. Very well, then. If you would kindly remove my crystal from your bag, we shall be through here," Demont said.

	"You haven't found it yet?" Deacon asked.

	"As I have said, Deacon, I have very little patience. Emptying the contents of your interminable satchel does not appeal to me. I've found the largest piece. Simply return the other," Demont said.

	"I am afraid that it is in the satchel. Occasionally things find their way out of arm's reach. Recalling them to the opening is a bit of a tricky spell," Deacon explained.

	"Mmm. One that you will not be casting," Demont replied. "I am not so foolish as to remove that collar so easily."

	One of the staff-like creatures dropped from Demont's back, sprouting its insect legs and clattering toward Deacon. The wizard's gaze shifted to it, a mixture of nervousness and fascination on his face.

	"Do they have a mind? A soul?" Deacon asked.

	"No soul. I can imbue varying degrees of intellect, from primal to superhuman, given the resources . . . You know, for someone who has been made aware of his impending doom, you seem in awfully high spirits. Almost as if you were expecting this," Demont said, suspicion beginning to rise.

	"I knew that joining with the Chosen would lead to my death. I'd come to terms with the fact," Deacon explained.

	"Still. It makes me wonder if you haven't got some manner of insurance in place. Some secret that will keep that crystal from us if you die . . ." Demont remarked thoughtfully. "This is an occasion when Epidime's talents would be useful. He could extract what we can use from your mind. Perhaps you'd best be kept until he is through with his work elsewhere . . ."

	"I think that sounds like a splendid idea," Deacon said.

	"I suspected you might. We shall see if you continue to feel that way once Epidime has forced his way into your mind," Demont said, turning to address the nearmen. "In the meantime, I've work to do for Bagu elsewhere. Remove every last item from the bag. If you find a small fragment of a large, refined thir gem, alert me. And if he shows any signs of escape, disable him and alert me."

	The nearmen nodded. With that, Demont paced out of the room, shutting the cell door behind him and disappearing down the hallway. The telltale sound of a portal opening and closing signaled his departure. Deacon watched as the nearmen removed an assortment of Demont's items and his own from the bag. 

	Every so often, they would pull something out of the bag that he was certain he had not placed into it. The first was a bundle of papers. The second was an odd figurine. The third was a vial of some sort, attached to an extremely long, fine linked chain. His mind began to work at how and why his bag had begun to produce objects on its own. What aspect of the flawed transportation spell had brought that about? The thought of the malformed spell reminded him of another side effect of it. He began to struggle to reach one hand with the other. 

	#

	Far away, Myranda's overtaxed mind faded in and out of consciousness for a time. She was vaguely aware of being loaded into the back of one of the black carriages, and later being carried through stone hallways. The only thing that was constant was the blinding pain in her left arm. As her mind slowly recovered, even though her strength didn't, Myranda looked over her surroundings. There were shackles on her wrists and ankles, studded with the blasted crystal that the D'karon seemed to have an endless supply of. These were attached to chains that were similarly studded, leading off into the darkness. Bars that led from the ceiling to the floor surrounded her, forming a small cage with no door. The only light came in a steady glow from the many crystal studs which traced out the path of the chains along the floor as they led to four larger crystals well outside the bars.

	With no light from the outside, it was difficult to gauge the passage of time. For hours, perhaps days, Myranda fought to gain any sort of focus--if not enough to cast a spell, at least enough to think. Perhaps then she might be able to work out where she was, and how to get out. It was no use, though. The crystals were a constant draw on her spirit, keeping her weak, and the throbbing of her arm occupied what little of her thoughts remained. 

	As time crept on, new concerns began to coalesce in her tortured mind. She'd not been fed in all of her time here, a fact her stomach reminded her of frequently. Neither was she given any water. Indeed, the only evidence that there was anyone even aware of her was the rare occasion when someone would step into the dim glow of one of the larger crystals to replace it with a fresh one.

	Faint memories of her last detainment drifted to the surface of her murky mind. She'd spared herself the pain of the collar they'd placed on her by forcing her strength down deep. Perhaps that would help here as well. Gathering what little she had, Myranda did so. It was not long before she was sure it was working. The glow of the larger crystal ceased to increase. Her mind cleared a bit, too, though it did little good. Her eyes brought her nothing useful, and what she could hear did little to help her. Mostly, there was the periodic sound of plodding footsteps approaching to check the gems, then retreating again. The only other sounds were distant, muffled noises that sounded like the roars of animals.

	With nothing but her thoughts and her pain to occupy her, Myranda began the long, difficult task of sorting though the events that had happened in the valley. The D'karon had known precisely what was needed to defeat each one of the Chosen. Her own refusal to kill humans, Lain's reliance on his sword to defend against magic, Ether's weakness against crystals and her tactics to combat them, and the gem that controlled Ivy. Everything had been planned out from the start, and each hero had played into the traps perfectly. 

	Her own manipulation had been masterful. Epidime had managed to make her reunion with her father the most painful moment in her life, instead of the moment of joy it should have been. And Trigorah . . . all of this time, she'd been the last of the original Chosen. All of this time, she'd fought to defeat, to capture, those who should have been her allies, and each success had been another nail in her coffin. Somehow, that band had protected her from the retribution that fell upon the divinely Chosen when their loyalty strayed. 

	Myranda worked it over in her mind. The swordsman had fallen, Ivy had been transformed, Trigorah had been subverted, and Lain and Ether remained. The intended five were all accounted for.

	More time passed. The strength sequestered deep in her soul grew stronger. Her mind grew sharper. She was beginning to administer small doses of magic to the wound on her arm, healing it slowly so as to not be overtaxed. It had only just been reduced to a dull ache when the click of boots on the stone floor approached again, this time coming much closer, and accompanied by the glow of a torch. 

	The face the torch revealed was anything but a welcome one. It was General Bagu. On his face he wore a look of superiority and triumph.

	"Ah. Alive, I see. I was beginning to think you'd been pushed beyond the breaking point," he remarked.

	"You would have let me die? I thought you needed us alive," Myranda replied in a hoarse voice.

	"Not for much longer. Now that the four of you are in our possession, we've found ways to utilize you to our own ends. A few more weeks of harvest and we shall be prepared to pass the point of no return. After that, your failure will be assured, whether more Chosen arise or not," Bagu explained.

	"How?" Myranda asked.

	"That is not for you to know," Bagu said. "All you need to know is that your life right now depends upon your ability to fill these crystals. If you prove unable to do so, you shall be disposed of."

	"And if I am unwilling?" she asked.

	"Your cooperation is not essential. Even if you hold back, you will have to sleep eventually, and when you do, the crystals will drink what there is to be had from you," Bagu informed her. "At this point, there are only three possible outcomes. You can join us, at which point you will be restored to health and given a place among the generals. You may even be made the overseer of this world."

	"I've seen what you do to the Chosen who join you," Myranda hissed.

	"Trigorah's fall was unfortunate, but necessary. She attempted to turn her back on us, and in doing so shunned our protection from the curse of the Mark," he stated. "But if you will not join us, I suppose you shall simply have to wither away to nothing as we leech away every last bit of your strength."

	"And the last option?" Myranda asked.

	"Suffice it to say that the final option is mine to choose, not yours," he stated ominously. "Now, since you've been informed of how to cooperate, I shall give you an opportunity to do so. I suggest you take it."

	He turned and marched off, leaving her in darkness once more. A short time later, food and water were delivered to her. It was the same watery gruel she'd been served during her last detainment. Myranda considered foregoing the food, letting herself waste away rather than give them the power they wanted. There seemed no way out. Even if she were to release all of the strength she'd been able to keep from them at once, whatever spell she cast would be leeched away to nothing by the overabundance of crystals before it could be of any use.

	Myranda was languishing in despair as a form approached her. No light was brought along this time, the presence signaled only by the click of boots upon the floor. Something clattered to the floor just outside of the bars, and a creak followed. Slowly, a bluish light appeared in the heart of a gem that had thus far been hidden. It was affixed in the head of a halberd, and cast its light on the form of her father reclined in a chair that had been placed beside the cage. Once he saw the pained look of recognition come to her face, he let the light drop again.

	"So we meet again, my dear," he said.

	"Why have you come? Do you plan to make another attempt at my mind?" Myranda asked weakly.

	"Tempting, but no. Where is the challenge? Besides, I am still busying myself with your father's mind. We've been using him for quite a while, you know. Most of the nearmen fight using maneuvers plucked from his head. But until recently, the facts of his life were of little interest. Quite the noble soul, your father; did you know that--" Epidime began.

	"Stop it!" Myranda cried. "Is this why you've come here, to torment me?"

	"Partially. In truth, things have become painfully tiresome these past few days. With the Chosen all either dead or in custody and the end in sight, I find myself stricken with ennui. You've always been the most interesting to me, so I decided, while they are busy securing my next target for interrogation, I might have a word with you," he said. "It might interest you to know that Lain has nearly escaped no less than three times since our little encounter in the valley."

	Myranda was silent.

	"I believe we've worked out a way to keep him in line though . . ." he remarked.

	"You know . . . If my end has finally come, there is one good thing about it," Myranda said. "You'll never get the chance to grasp at my mind again. I turned you away once, and you will never be able to redeem yourself. You will simply have to live with the defeat."

	"There, you see? Fascinating. The motivations behind such a statement are a delicious little puzzle. Was it simply out of malice? Are you trying to goad me into an attempt, or are you trying to trick me into releasing you?" Epidime replied. "Not that it matters, of course. I sincerely doubt your path ends here. You are the clever sort. That is why I like you. That boy of yours, on the other hand . . ."

	"You leave Deacon out of this. He isn't Chosen!" Myranda said.

	"I knew that he would get a rise out of you. Demont wants me to take a look through his head. The old beast wrangler seems to think there are some parlor tricks inside that we might use. I suppose I shall get to that. He could be interesting, as well. After all, you seem to have grown rather attached, haven't you," Epidime thought out loud.

	"Why! Why do you do this? What do you get from torturing me?" Myranda cried.

	"Why, to know, Myranda--to know," he replied. "That is all there really is in the end, my dear. Knowledge. There is an awful lot of it, and there is always more to be had. That is why I agreed to come along with these fellows. They could take me elsewhere."

	"You aren't one of them? You aren’t a D'karon?" Myranda asked.

	"Well, naturally I am a D'karon. I wouldn't be here yet if I wasn't. You see, I've noticed this about you and the others. You've incorrectly interpreted that word's meaning. I'll explain it to you one of these days. I'd explain it now, but it might give you some insight into something that it is in our best interests to keep hidden," Epidime said. "But I digress--I do what I do because I wish to know things. Not trivial matters like the names of spies and the movement of troops and the sort of things I dig up for them. 

	"I live for skills, and techniques, and the nature of things. Look at emotion! Things like love, happiness, and joy? They are not without their allure, but in the end they are a bore. They just lead to more of the same. Things get really interesting when you start to unearth things like anger, jealousy, sorrow, hate, worry, and lust! Once I set one of them churning about in your mind, you start to do things that don't even make sense to you. Things you don't want to do. Things that you know are wrong. 

	"How can you help but be fascinated in that? It is as though each one of you is not an individual, but a spectrum, a society, occupying a single body. I need to test these limits, to see how I can bring out the side that benefits me. The more I learn, the more I become convinced that, given time, a mere handful of careful manipulations could shape the whole of a world into any form you choose. I simply must try that, one of these days."

	"You are mad," Myranda stated.

	"Am I? Do you realize how simple it was to start this war? Do you even know how it really started?" Epidime asked.

	Myranda was silent. A devilish grin came to Epidime's face.

	"Oh . . . And I thought there wasn't a single way I could leave you in any more anguish than I had found you in," he said. "Well, it is really a very short story. One hundred and fifty or so years ago, things were going quite well for your little world. In fact, the King of Vulcrest was on the verge of hammering out a mutually beneficial agreement with Tressor. He was not at all well, though. 

	"As you are quite aware, it is the tradition for the kings of the three northern kingdoms to be buried beneath the ground that they die upon. Thus, when the king suddenly became weak, he was pulled away from the bargaining table and rushed to a carriage, so that should he die, it would happen in the north. A faster carriage was waiting just on the other side of the border, and the king was being led to it when he collapsed. He was found just a few paces on the Tresson side of the border. The government of Vulcrest demanded that soil beneath their king be made a part of Vulcrest. The Tressons refused. And so it began. 

	"Most of your people do not even remember that simple tale, but there is a bit that no one knew. I was the king's aide. Bagu was the driver of the first carriage, and Teht the driver of the second. Members of the D’karon were the only ones that witnessed his death . . . He died on his own side of the border, but that is not where he was found. Oh, we didn't kill him. His own failing health did that. All we did was move him. And that was all it took. One hundred and fifty years of war only required me to move him a few paces."

	Myranda dove at him, stretching the chains to their limit and struggling weakly against them.

	"You monster! You monster! All of those years. All of those lives!" she cried in a frenzy.

	Epidime rose, taking his seat with him, and left the enraged girl to her outburst. She strained at her bonds until her strength gave out. With the crystals eating at her, it didn't take long. As she became still, the hopelessness and pointlessness of it all consumed her mind. Nothing mattered. She hadn't the strength to save herself, let alone the others. And even if she could, what was the point? Any world that could plunge itself into a generations old war on such trivial pretext, and allow itself to forget why it fought, scarcely deserved to survive. All she wanted was for death to claim her. For the final darkness to creep over her and take the weight from her shoulders.

	Amid the darkness of her mind, a tiny part of her resisted. Some insignificant corner of her soul scratched and dug at her memories, desperate to find something to draw her from the abyss. The events of the valley battle faded briefly into her mind. One of the last things she'd seen was Deacon being hauled through the portal. He was alive, then. Epidime had indicated he still was. At the same time, her own father was at the mercy of Epidime, enduring a torture she herself had only narrowly been able to avoid. The two men that she loved most were both in the clutches of the D'karon, and it was no one's fault but her own. Finally, she understood why the heroes of legend were meant to be solitary. It was to shield others from this hell. To spare those not burdened by divine mandate the wrath of the enemy.

	That was why she had to fight. She could not let them pay the price. She had to do something. Something that could cripple the D'karon as they had crippled the Chosen. Saving the world seemed hopeless now, but saving the two people in it who meant the most, or at least avenging them? She had to try.

	Slowly, a plan formed. She tested the crystals, seeing how much they could draw from her, and how quickly. Carefully, she practiced isolating just one gem. With purpose behind her actions, the time began to pass more quickly. She choked down what they offered in the way of food. If this was going to work, she would need every ounce of strength she could muster. When one crystal was filled almost completely, she choked off the flow of magic and held it there. It wasn't long before Bagu reappeared. He cautiously surveyed the room.

	"I must say, you've managed to confuse the nearmen. And I would be lying if I said I wasn't at least a bit curious about what it is you think you are doing," Bagu remarked.

	"I know myself rather well, General. I know how much strength I should have by now, which means I know how much I've given you. It is quite a bit," Myranda said, her words delivered carefully lest she allow her focus to falter.

	"Hardly. It is the merest trifle when compared to the amount we've been able to draw from Ether and Ivy. You can be pleased, I suppose, that Lain has been less productive than you," the general mocked.

	"Is that so . . . Well, then, I suppose I shall simply need to try harder," Myranda said.

	Instantly, she reversed the efforts of her mind. She forced her strength to the surface and into the single gem. The studs in the shackles took on a blinding blue-white glow, some of them bursting. The main gem swiftly took on a similar glow. Cracks of more brilliant light ran across its surface. General Bagu realized what Myranda was attempting and turned to force the gem from its stand, but it was too late. The flood of power was too much for the larger gem, and before he could tear it free, it burst.

	The blast was intense, hurling Myranda against the bars of the cage and peppering her with broken shards of crystal. It brought with it a tremendous, sharp clap, like a dozen thunderbolts at once. The flash of light robbed Myranda of her vision and her ears rang and whistled. As her vision slowly began to return, it revealed a surreal sight. The largest of the crystal shards were embedded deep in the walls, creating a fading galaxy of light blue embers all around her. The chain that had been attached to the crystal's pedestal was bent and twisted in the bars nearest to the blast. The bars themselves were bent slightly inward by the collision.

	Myranda rose painfully to her feet, brushing away the shards that had found their way to her flesh and limping to the damaged bars to test their strength. With one of the gems destroyed, the end of the chain formerly linked to it was loose, completely freeing one of her arms. One by one, she investigated the bars until she found one that was slightly loosened. She had begun to twist and pull at it when motion caught her eye. A form, as embedded with crystals as the wall, was moving toward her. With an inhuman growl, a hand reached through the bars and grabbed a hold of her, yanking her to the limit of the chains that still held. Myranda could hear the joints of her still restrained arm popping, and the feeling of the half-healed arrow wound opening again made her cry out in pain.

	"Congratulations . . ." came Bagu's voice from the darkness, saturated with hatred. "You've earned the third option."

	Dozens of nearmen bearing lanterns and torches flooded the room, finally shedding light on the destruction. A large portion of the wall behind the crystal had been obliterated, and of the other three crystals, only one was still intact. Bagu himself was oozing black blood from a dozen wounds torn by pieces of crystal. Half of his face was an unrecognizable mass of ruined flesh. With his free hand, he bashed at the bars. Despite a build that seemed at best average, Bagu's attack was enough to rend the metal bars from ceiling and floor alike. As the nearmen clambered to undo the shackles, he barked orders at them.

	"Make the necessary preparations. Tonight there shall be a show," he growled.

	With that, he placed a hand on Myranda's head, his will driving the young wizard back into unconsciousness.

	 


Chapter 14

	When Myranda awakened, she was falling through the air, deafening cheers in her ears. She landed painfully on the dusty ground, her twisted joints, skewered arm, and perforated skin all making their presence known once more. After struggling to her feet, Myranda's blurred vision began to clear. 

	She was in the middle of a large, dirt-covered field. A high stone wall surrounded her. There were doors large enough to pass a carriage through with room to spare at opposite ends of the courtyard. At the top of the wall were downward pointing spikes. Beyond them was row after row of soldiers, weapons in their hands and murder in their eyes. Those nearest to the wall were in full armor, faces hidden behind the face guards. No doubt they were nearmen. Here and there, slung between spikes, was a large example of the storage crystals.

	The wizard must have spent some time away from the parasitic gems, as a fair amount of her strength had returned to her. Quickly as she could, to avoid feeding the thirst of the crystals for any longer that was necessary, she healed the more grievous of her wounds. The white cloak she had worn was missing, leaving her only with her thin, hardly adequate tunic. Around one wrist was a shackle, its lock apparently twisted beyond opening by the blast that had earned her this fate. A short length of chain hung from it. An icy wind blew as the setting sun heralded the beginning of a long, cold night. The breeze chilled her, but what chilled her more were the deep furrows and crimson stains that littered the courtyard. There was little question what this place was, and even less question as to why she'd been brought here.

	"Myranda Celeste!" came a booming voice from high in the stands surrounding the arena.

	Her eyes shifted to the source, though the voice was unmistakable. General Bagu stood upon a balcony isolated from the crowd. Half of his face was a mass of black scars, a smooth black orb where his right eye should be. For a moment, Myranda questioned why he'd not healed himself. Could it be that they were especially vulnerable to their own magic? His thundering voice shattered her thoughts.

	"You have been judged guilty of the crime of treason. You have fought against the soldiers of your homeland, and you are responsible for the deaths of two of the generals of the great Northern Alliance," he proclaimed, the crowd screaming for blood. "The penalty is death. However, though we value justice, we value strength still higher. You shall be subjected to trial by battle. If you prove yourself greater than any challenge we can put before you, you shall be allowed to live. Do you have anything to say before the trial begins?"

	Myranda's eyes swept over the crowd. The hate they felt for her was palpable. She looked again to Bagu. To one side was Demont, a somewhat impatient look upon his face. Her own father, still clutching the halberd that inflicted Epidime upon him, stood to the other side.

	"I have committed no treason. To commit treason, one must injure one's own nation, and I have none. The Northern Alliance is an army, and nothing more. A means to prolong a war. If I must die for resisting that, then so be it," she replied.

	"So be it indeed. Let the trial begin!" Bagu decreed.

	The doors at one end of the arena were thrown wide and a pair of the beasts Myranda had faced when she first encountered Bagu were released into the arena. Vast, gray approximations of wolves with stiff, stony hides covered in needle-sharp rocky spines, the beasts circled around her. Myranda looked quickly about. There was nothing. Not a weapon. Not a piece of cover. Magic was her only recourse.

	She rushed to the wall, as far between the crystals as she could manage. Gathering her mind, she waited as the beasts circled together and charged at her. With a swift, monumental thrust of her mind, she wrenched one of the creatures into the air, one of Deacon's tricks. The heavy creature's momentum carried it into the wall behind her with a sickening crack. There was a rain of the spines that protruded from the creature's back as the beast dropped to the ground to struggle a few last times. After a final twitch, the beast crumbled into a pile of spikes and stones. 

	Myranda attempted to repeat the attack on the other creature. She managed to get it off of the ground, but the draw of the crystals robbed the spell of the strength it needed, sending the beast tumbling to the ground.

	Myranda tried to gather herself for another attack, but the crystals drank everything she had before it could be put to purpose. It was as though the gems were able to attune themselves to her magic, something that they had never done before. There was no time for her to ponder this new discovery, however, as the creature had rolled to a stop and was struggling to get back to its feet. Running was useless, as it would quickly overtake her. With no other options, she ran toward the beast. Just as it got to its feet, Myranda jumped to the creature's neck, slashing one of her legs on one of the few spikes still intact after the tumble. She whipped the chain dangling from her wrist over the creature's neck and pulled it taut.

	The wolf bucked, tossing her about like a rag doll, but Myranda held firm. Alas, while it could not throw her from its back, neither did the chain do even the slightest damage. Desperate, and knowing that if she were thrown free it would be the end of her, Myranda raised her hand and summoned a bolt of black magic. The bluish-black ball of crackling energy struck the beast on the head, bringing a sudden and complete end to its rampage. As it slid to a halt, Myranda dismounted. 

	The lingering aftermath of the attack was quickly drawn into the nearest crystal. Already it had taken on a discernible glow, and the others were not far behind. Myranda shook with anger. It was brilliant, in a terrible, sinister way. They had found a way to turn any outcome to their favor. If she fought, they would have her strength. If she didn't, they would have her life. As the doors began to creak open again, Myranda thought feverishly. There had to be a way out of this.

	In the balcony, her tormentors looked on.

	"I'm genuinely concerned about the selections you've made," Demont warned.

	"I don't know. The spiked wolf has always been a favorite of mine," Epidime remarked.

	"They are meant to be beasts of burden. The spines are defensive," Demont countered.

	"It is not my intention to kill the girl quickly. We need to wring her out first," Bagu assured him. "When I feel she's given all that she is worth, then we shall end it."

	"I don't see why we don't just kill her. Revision IV alone will satisfy our needs in just a few weeks more. We could kill this one, and the rest, and still be assured victory," Demont objected. "But, instead, you would prefer to waste several of my best creations."

	Bagu turned to Demont. His scarred face bore a disquietingly collected expression, though the gleam in his eye screamed with rage.

	"You've got a thing or two to learn about leadership. Disobedience must be dealt with quickly, harshly, and visibly," he said. "This world will shortly be ours. I intend to show its people what becomes of traitors."

	The ground rumbled faintly. A line of churned-up earth traced its way slowly over the arena's floor. Easily a dozen more followed. Myranda knew the sight well. The worms that had protected Demont's fort. She held perfectly still. Last time, they only attacked when something shook the earth, even something as light as a footstep. 

	As the beasts wove intricate patterns along the ground, the riotous crowd quickly drew their attention. The creatures scattered, colliding with the stone wall--that, it would seem, continued well beneath the arena floor--and surfacing. They were as grotesque as she had remembered them. Horrid overlapping plates of leathery gray hide, with a blossom of snapping jaws at one end and a rapier tail on the other. They writhed briefly against the wall before plunging themselves into the earth as easily as if it were a pool of water.

	Myranda held perfectly still, scouring at her mind for some semblance of a plan. They traced quick, ambling paths, crisscrossing the courtyard. The scraps of information were gathered together in her mind. Her spells would work, but only briefly, and at great expense. She would never be able to hold a spell of levitation long enough to clear the wall. Her eyes turned to the wall. It looked ancient, mortar and stone weathered to a smooth finish. Nothing even hinting at a finger hold. There would be no climbing it. What else was there?

	As the randomly twisting paths drew ever nearer, her eyes darted urgently, dancing from wall to roaring crowd to churning earth to shattered spikes of fallen stone wolves . . . the spikes. A desperate, foolish, incomplete plan came together in her mind. 

	She held out a hand and conjured a quick tremor on the far side of the arena. Instantly the tunneling worms carved arrow-straight lines toward it. The ravenous crystals wasted no time drawing away the spell. The beasts reached their target and whipped themselves into a frenzy, churning the earth below the tremor into a rolling boil. The young wizard had taken barely a dozen ginger steps toward the remains of the wolves when the last of the spell was wicked away and the first of the worms turned to her.

	With just a few more steps and no chance of another tremor to distract them, Myranda had no choice but to run. Some of the worms burst spindly legs from their sides, others dove below the surface and surged forward, but all rushed toward the girl amid a deafening roar of approval from the crowd. Myranda scooped up a pair of the spikes and threw herself at the wall. The stony tips bit into the mortar of the wall and held tenuously. With terror-fueled strength, Myranda hoisted her feet from the ground. The worms burst from the ground beneath her. They snapped with jaws strong enough to cleave stone and jabbed with sharp tongues. The ground below her was a cauldron of razor edges and needle points.

	Myranda took a shaky hand from one spike to change her grip. As she did, the other twisted and drooped threateningly. She pulled herself higher, pushing down on the one well-planted spike and scrambling with her feet. Just above her was the point of impact that had cost the first wolf its life. A few spines had been driven deep into the stone of the wall. She whipped her hand up, yanking along the jangling chain that still hung from it, and closed her fingers around the nearest one. The cries for blood grew louder as she pulled herself further out of the reach of the creatures. 

	Above her, soldiers left their seats to peer down at the object of their hatred that infuriatingly refused to die. Humans spat at her, screaming incoherent profanities. Nearmen gazed with unthinking eyes hidden behind crude helmets, handcrafted instincts drifting to the surface of their minds.

	The hero caught hold of another spike and held the shackled hand low, eying the downward-pointing barbs that lined the top of the wall. With measured precision, she swung the full length of the shackle’s chain up. A handful of links tangled themselves in a barb, but the probing hands of the spectators struggled to dislodge it. The cocktail of custom-tailored thoughts that served as a mind for the one nearman finally coaxed it into action. The mindless creation climbed on the barbed wall and drew a sword as those around it cheered in approval.

	The weapon came down, chipping away the barb that held Myranda's chain. He then looked down upon his target. The chunk of stone he broke free fell to the ground, driving the worms to new heights of frenzy. Their chaotic writhing shook the very wall. Myranda's grip barely held. The nearman's footing did not. As the helpless creation plummeted to the eager jaws of his fellow monstrosities, flinging his sword from his hands as he did, Myranda swung herself to the next spike. It was not nearly so firmly seated and pulled free from the wall, sending her tumbling to the ground again to land just a few paces away from the swarming worms.

	The beasts were busy tearing apart the nearman, but not so busy that they did not take notice of this intriguing new set of vibrations. A pair peeled off from the rest and skittered with spidery speed toward her. Myranda ran, conjuring a short-lived flame before them that the beasts swept through without notice. Her eyes locked on the nearman's sword. It had speared itself into the ground just past the tangle of worms. The girl whirled the chain hanging from her wrist and lashed it at the ground to her left as she skidded to a stop. The worms shifted their path to the site of the impact and Myranda dove. She landed behind them and rolled to her feet, not missing a step. The beasts scratched to a stop and turned to follow, now digging into the earth.

	A creak of metal and a flash of light signaled the nearman's end, rendering it nothing more than a pile of twisted armor and pale dust. No longer occupied, the remainder of the worms turned with great interest to the footfalls of the girl as she snatched up the sword on her sweep past. 

	Myranda flexed her mind. If she wanted this spell to be effective, it would have to be fast, and it would have to be strong. She pulled together most of what remained of her swiftly fading strength and formed it into a tight ball of enchantment. The timing had to be perfect. She reached the opposite wall and turned. All of the creatures were beneath the earth. She let the spell loose.

	With the force of a week of blizzard focused into a single moment, a blast of cold splashed against the ground. The already-icy ground frosted over and solidified. It spread quickly, covering a growing blotch of the arena floor with white crystals of ice. The creatures fought to pull themselves from the ground. Some succeeded. Most did not, at best thrusting their heads out of the earth and letting loose unnatural squeals before falling silent and still. As a spell that should have had the force to freeze the whole of the arena three times over crept to a stop under the influence of the crystals, only three worms remained. Myranda tried to ignore the telltale dizziness warning her that she'd reached her limit and grasped the sword tightly.

	The crystals stopped the spell, but they could not drink away its effects, as the icy ground remained frozen. Myranda raised the weapon high and brought it down on the first of the creatures, splitting its hide. She raised it again just in time to force it into the gaping maw of a second worm. A heartbeat later and it would have been her arm clamped in the beast's mandibles. As the mindless worm shook madly at the prize trapped in its jaws, the final beast threw itself upon her. Myranda raised her shackled wrist. The monster clamped down on it, buckling the metal and digging a deep gash into her forearm. She cried out and tore the arm free, the ruined shackle still in the worm’s mouth.

	The sight of blood drove the crowd into a frenzy that made that of the worms a moment ago seem tame in comparison. Myranda managed a sharp pull that slid the slicing edge of her sword along the mouth of the beast that clutched her blade. As it sliced one of the creature's many tongues, a white-hot streak of pain drove into its primitive brain. Its jaws opened. Myranda pulled the weapon back and ended the beast with a thrust. The final creature, curled around the shackle and tearing at the chain, met a similar end.

	The blood fell in fat drops as Myranda stalked back toward the center of the arena, the crust of frozen earth crunching beneath her feet. She clutched at the wound. It was serious, but not fatal. It could wait. She continued toward the remains of the stone wolves and the nearman. The armor was ruined. No piece of it could be salvaged. She held in her hand the only weapon the soldier had carried. As the heavy wooden doors creaked open again, Myranda gathered up as many of the remaining spikes as she could find. There were only a few that were whole enough to be considered useful.

	Now as armed as she could manage, Myranda turned to the doors. Emerging were three dragoyles. Their sizes varied greatly, each bearing scars from previous battles. Their wings had been clipped. In all likelihood, each had taken dozens of lives in arena battles over the years. They shifted their gaze to her. If Myranda had thought them capable of it, she would have sworn that the abominations looked eager.

	Another time, fear would have clutched her mind. More than any other beast of Demont's creations, these creatures had been the face of her fear. They appeared like grim punctuation each time the D'karon flexed their might. Now, the girl looked coldly upon them. She was numb. There was no room for horror in her mind. There was simply no fear left. Memories rose through the increasingly dense fog of her mind. The beasts had a weakness . . . a very pronounced one. A single blow to the back of the throat would end them. It was the trick used to defeat Ether. It was the only hope she had to defeat them now.

	The beasts charged her as one. She hurled both spikes she held at once. The projectiles, released with little force and no accuracy from an injured hand, soon redirected themselves and launched at her foes under the influence of her mind. One dragoyle chose that moment to snap its jaws open and attempt a gale of black mist. The spike ensured that it was the last mistake that the creature would make. The second spike drifted off course and drove itself into the ground as the crystals did their work. A shame, because this beast too had chosen the moment for a blast of miasma of its own. With nothing to prevent it, the beast billowed out a thick cloud of the corrosive stuff. A flail of Myranda's mind brought a whiff of wind that pushed the poison aside, just barely enough to miss her. As it sizzled and hissed at the ground, the pair of beasts finally reached her.

	Myranda dove aside. One monster thundered past. Something that large moving that fast simply could not turn quickly enough to catch her, but that wasn't enough to stop it from trying. The result was an out of control tumble through the very puddle of venom it had sprayed down just heartbeats before. Alas, the second creature was nearly on target. It caught her with a swipe of its claw that hurled girl and sword through the air to collide painfully with the wall.

	She coughed up a glob of blood and turned her blurred vision to the ground to search for her lost weapon as red and white sparks flared behind her eyes. The pounding approach of the creature that struck her rang in her aching head as her fingers closed around the grip of the sword once more. Her ailing eyes brought her a doubled view of the beast when she finally turned back to it. The rising cries of the crowd were a distant hum, like something underwater. Everything around her was moving in long, drawn-out streaks, stretching and twisting as the flow of time slowed to a trickle. She hadn't mind enough to think anymore, her actions instead driven by instinct, luck, and fate. The tip of the blade was raised. The beast's mouth was not open, but the beast did not slow.

	When the creature finally reached her, it could not slow itself. She thrust out the sword and released it, rolling to the side with the same motion. The tip just barely breached the creature's thick hide as the beast continued on momentum alone toward the wall. The pommel of the sword struck the wall, and a moment later, the tip burst from the back of the beast's neck, driven through like a nail. The collision with the wall shook the whole of the arena. A moment later, the monster sprang backward. Its uncontrolled death knells sent it in lurching spasms toward its partner. The other abomination, still sizzling from its roll in the miasma and unsteady on its feet, was rocked by the clash.

	Myranda's senses crept back to her as she struggled to her feet. The impaled beast twitched once more and was still. The only remaining dragoyle climbed weakly from the ground. Sizzling clumps of acid-soaked earth clung to its skin. A splash or whiff of the black breath had no effect on the dragoyles. The same could not be said for prolonged exposure, it seemed. It took a few halting steps as Myranda limped cautiously away from the wall. Finally, it collapsed.

	The hero took stock of herself as she trudged to the center of the arena. Her eyes stubbornly refused to focus. A steady and constant ringing was all her ears offered her. From the feel of it, her shoulder and perhaps one of her ribs had been broken. Thoughts flickered in her tattered mind--if she had strength enough for another spell, it would certainly be her last one. 

	She turned her head slowly, the brilliant glow of the well-fed crystals making it to her mind as bright blue blotches in a blur of gray. A breath dragged a fair amount of blood along with it as it swirled into her lungs and rushed quickly out again as an agonized cough. She was out of strength, out of time--and no doubt out of luck, as well.

	Bagu smiled as he watched Myranda stand unsteadily. The time had come. He motioned to a nearby guard. Somewhere far below the stands there was the rumble of a sliding gate. 

	Out of the corner of her eye, Myranda saw motion near the other door. Until now, her tormentors had been unleashed upon her from the gates below the privileged seats of the generals. She shuffled until she was facing the massive wooden door. It crept open inch by inch. Low, tooth-rattling rumbles came from behind the door. They were sounds that seemed to reverberate off of the very sky and shake the air in her lungs. Sounds that spoke volumes of size, of ferocity.

	In a dizzying blur of motion, the doors were thrown wide as something massive burst through them, its patience at an end. Myranda's vision chose that moment to begin to clear. Whatever it was, it was massive. Larger than the three dragoyles combined. Its shape was the same. The image grew gradually less fuzzy. A massive neck craned high into the air. Wings like the sails of a ship unfurled; one was whole, the other hung in shreds. Finally, the last of the haze drifted from her vision. This was not mockery, nor imitation. What towered before her was a dragon of nature's design. Onyx-black scales armored its belly, smooth, with a faint gold sheen. The scales of its back were black, mottled with streaks of the darkest crimson.

	Myranda dropped to her knees. There was no use fighting now. Let it end--but let it end quickly. All she could do was hold onto the last glimmer of magic she had. That, at least, the D'karon would not have. The monstrous beast thundered toward her, the very world seeming to quake with every step. She closed her eyes. A few more titanic footsteps came, then a sound like a dozen plows being dragged through the unwilling ground at once. Myranda tensed. A rush of air knocked her backward. She hit the ground.

	There was nothing. Complete stillness. Even the roar of the crowd faded to utter silence. Oblivion. Deep in the back of her mind, Myranda questioned why. Why, if her end had come, if she'd been thrust into the void, did the pain of her mortal form persist? Why did she feel the warm trickle of blood down her arm even in death? Then a hot wind rushed over her. A very real wind. She opened her eyes. 

	The head of the creature, the terrifying face every bit as large as Myranda’s whole body, hung over her, staring down. Another breath heaved from its nostrils and washed over her.

	As she waited for the horrible mouth to snap open and bring the end she thought had already come, her mind recoiled in anger. Those eyes . . . The torturous life she'd been forced to endure was bad enough, but what demented agent of fate would mock her in her final moment with them? How could the monster that killed her have such beautiful eyes? Delicate slits in deep gold irises. Eyes that seemed so emotional. Eyes that seemed so insistent. Eyes that seemed so familiar. Those eyes . . . 

	She felt her mouth begin to move, a foolish hope fighting its way to her lips. Myranda tried to pull it back. It was too late.

	"Myn?" she whispered.

	The eyes were suddenly alight with ecstasy. The mighty creature threw back its massive head and released a roar that was overflowing with the joy of reunion. Both minds were flooded with powerful emotions and endless questions--but, for this moment, joy washed them all aside. Myn dropped her massive head down for Myranda to scratch. The injured girl tried to reach the spot atop her old friend's head but couldn't. The golden eyes turned to her again expectantly, now seeming for the first time to see the state her friend was in. Myn drew in a breath that carried with it the acrid scent of Myranda's blood. The eyes changed. Fury surged up from within. She turned her gaze to the generals. They shot each other looks of anger and accusation. 

	Finally, Bagu's voice raised. 

	"All of you! Attack! Kill them both!" he ordered.

	The soldiers of the audience instantly leapt to their feet. They flowed like a tide over the walls and into the pit. The dragon's massive maw erupted with flame that licked the ground and pushed back the soldiers. A low sweep with her tail cleared the area behind her. Taking a step forward so that Myranda was directly beneath her, she continued to defend her friend. 

	Myranda's aching mind pushed her confusion and joy aside. There would be time for that later. For now, they had to escape. Her vision was filled with Myn's black-gold belly scales. Around the edge, lit by the orange light of a burst of flame, she saw the tattered remains of her left wing. A spell hurled by Bagu splashed across Myn's hide and she recoiled in pain. 

	Myranda didn't know if she had the strength left, but it was her absolute last hope. She swept together the scraps of her spirit and sculpted a healing spell. Slowly, the shreds of leathery flesh began to pull together. The crystals tore hungrily at the spell, but Myranda continued. Darkness began to creep in around her. She struggled to keep her mind about her as the last of the ruined wing became whole.

	Myn flapped her restored wings. Gale-force winds swept over the soldiers, knocking them to the ground. Long unused muscles worked like never before. The dragon scooped up her dazed companion and leapt with all of the force her massive legs could muster. She rose skyward and set her eyes on the horizon.

	 


Chapter 15

	Icy wind rushed past Myranda as she struggled to keep her loose grasp on consciousness. Rooftops, treetops, and open field streaked by her half-lidded eyes and shrank into specks below her. The dark sky and Myn's dark form blended. The only sounds were the whistling of wind, the heaving of breath, and the leathery flap of wings.

	It wasn't long before the sound of other leathery wings joined in. Myn peered back. Keen eyes spotted the forms of a veritable fleet of dragoyles among the darkness. She wheeled and soared high into the clouds. The black beasts followed. Soon the world was a haze of gray as they swept through the very clouds. Drawing on instincts developed over generations, Myn maneuvered blindly yet precisely until the vast flock of dragoyles was ahead of her. She could have then dropped below the clouds and made her way to safety. She had other plans.

	These men had stolen her away. They had held her, tortured her, changed her. They had hurt her friend. Escape was the last thing on her mind. She drew in close and puffed up her chest. An intense column of flame blasted from her mouth, roasting the riders of half a dozen of their attackers. The others scattered and wheeled. She was twice the size of the largest of them. None lasted long against her. Slashes of claws, whips of her tail, blasts of flame, and devastating snaps of her jaws made short, vicious work of every last pursuer.

	The dragon continued onward until the first rays of the sun peeked over the mountains. With the brightening sky, the clever beast knew that it would not be difficult to spot her. She picked out a dense stand of trees and touched down on the ground. As gently as a mother caring for one of her own, Myn placed the shivering form of Myranda on the ground. She sniffed nervously at Myranda. The young wizard tried to pat the creature reassuringly, but she could not stop herself from trembling. The massive creature stood over her ailing friend and lowered herself carefully to the ground, folding her claws over the human's form and gingerly pulling her closer in a sort of embrace. When Myranda was properly nestled in her grasp, Myn let loose a burst of flame.

	Myranda could feel the heat rush through Myn's veins, taking the chill instantly from her. Surrounded utterly by her friend, hearing only the distant, deep thump of the massive creature's powerful heart, Myranda, for the first time in ages, felt something she thought she would never feel again. She felt safe. She drifted into a deep, exhausted sleep. 

	Myn released what could only be described as a sigh of contentment as she felt the tiny form of Myranda slip into slumber. A deep, fundamental happiness filled her as she too drifted into a blissful sleep, finally whole again. 

	#

	Deep in the capital, far to the north, a feeble old man sat in a large, ornate chair. On his head was the crown that had been worn by his forefathers, the Crown of Three Kingdoms. For two generations now, it had been the only crown of the north. It was the very one that had adorned the head of the King of Vulcrest on the fateful day when he lost his life just a few paces too far south and began this endless war. Rescuing it from the Tressons had been the first--and, in many ways, the last--great triumph for his people in this war. Now it sat on his head. To his people, it was the symbol of his power. For the sake of hope, they were allowed to believe it. 

	Within the castle walls, though, there was no doubt where the true power could be found.

	The great doors of the entryway were pulled open by the team of masked soldiers who stood guard. Through the towering doorway passed a small, meticulously-dressed man, a pair of silver staffs adorning his back and glinting with the gleam of gems. The king watched in silence as the man known to him as General Demont marched through the great hall. The sound of his purposeful footsteps echoed off of the vaulted ceiling of a hall designed to be the site of vast celebrations. Save for the occasional honored funeral, it had been unused since the coronation. The general, a stern look in his eye, quickened his pace, walking past the king without so much as a glance. A few steps more brought him to a door.

	Demont opened the door, finding the room beyond pitch-black. He closed the door behind him. A dozen candles hissed to life, casting their yellow glow on the form of Bagu, his face a scarred mass of anger. His eyes gazed intently at a massive sand timer. An unnatural, halting stream of grains tumbled toward the bottom. Only a few healthy palmfuls of sand had yet to fall. Whatever the device measured, it was nearing its end.

	"Well," he said, fury dripping from the word as it left his mouth.

	"The dragoyle riders were defeated. Myranda is out of our grasp," Demont said.

	Bagu's fingers locked around the arm of his chair, the wood groaning under his grasp.

	"A Chosen one . . . just seconds from death, has escaped. What do you have to say for yourself?" the senior general fumed.

	"What do I have to say for myself? This is none of my doing!" Demont objected.

	"None of your doing? You had in your stables a dragon that belonged to the Chosen One, and you didn't think it was worth mentioning!? You allow me to reunite a divine warrior with a powerful ally and the resulting escape is none of your doing!?" Bagu raged.

	"If the intelligence provided by your precious Epidime is to be trusted, then that could not possibly have been the Chosen One's dragon. She traveled with an infant dragon, the size of a dog. The beast my creatures brought back to me was adolescent if anything, nearly full-grown. There can be no confusion on that matter. And as for allowing you to unite them, I warned you not to use the black dragon. It was not a weapon, it was a target! A brute! A blunt instrument! I plucked that beast from nature and shaped it to my needs to serve as fodder for proving my beasts. It was never under control. It was never meant to be controlled. This is on your head. You were the one who wanted an example made of her," Demont stated.

	Bagu released a long, angry noise somewhere between sigh and hiss.

	"Can you track the beast?" he asked.

	"Faintly, and not at all if she manages to remove the enhancements," Demont replied.

	"She will seek to free the others. Have you recovered the soul gem from the other human?" Bagu asked.

	"The largest piece, yes."

	"Kill him."

	"We've not yet located the smaller piece. Without his aid . . ."

	"Kill him!" Bagu demanded.

	". . . as you wish," Demont relented. 

	#

	Elsewhere, another figure navigated a large, dimly-lit tunnel. There was an overpowering stench of brimstone, and a thick coat of soot clung to every surface. Ahead, a faint glow signaled the end of the path. Desmeres approached a nearman. Its was face undisguised and its hands were gripping a staff that marked it as one of the rare spell casting variety. It was guarding a web of bars that crisscrossed the tunnel with no apparent door. 

	After flashing a medallion emblazoned with a handful of indecipherable symbols, the creature gave a nod. The staff was raised and the web seemed to come alive, shifting and twisting like a family of serpents until the way was opened. Twice more he was forced to reveal the medallion and await the parting of bars before he finally reached a large, natural cavern. The air was thick with smells that burned the nose and stung the eyes, and combined with the stifling heat, made breathing difficult. A channel had been carved into the stone floor of the cavern, from which an ominous red glow radiated. Thin black wisps of evil-smelling fumes hinted at what lie at its bottom. The channel formed a ring around an irregular shaped stone spire that jutted up from the molten rock below. 

	Attached to the spire was an assassin.

	Lain's hands and feet were not secured to the stone. Instead, they seemed to disappear into it, as though the spire had swallowed them and hardened. His head hung limply, his chest painfully drawing in the occasional wheezing breath. The telltale lines of a whip's lash stripped his flesh. Wounds trickled, and blood-soaked bandages cocooned the upper part of his chest and one shoulder. As Desmeres approached the edge of the channel, the head lifted to show faded, cloudy eyes that tried and failed to identify his blurry form. A weak sniff brought nothing but fumes that burned at the lungs.

	"It is me, Lain. Desmeres," he said solemnly.

	Lain's form shuddered almost imperceptibly at the sound of the name.

	"It . . . looks as though they have finally found a cell you can't escape from," he remarked, venturing a peek at the magma shifting along the distant floor of the channel over which Lain hung.

	A painful breath left Lain.

	"You and I knew it would end this way for one of us. It will please you to know that you did manage to teach them their lesson. I was paid in full for my services," Desmeres said.

	"You won't live long enough to spend it," Lain wheezed.

	"No one could live long enough to spend that much gold," he replied.

	"Why did you come here?"

	"We spent seventy years as partners, Lain. I owe you at least a final visit," Desmeres answered.

	A raking cough shook Lain.

	". . . the others?" Lain asked.

	"Captured. All of them," Desmeres stated. "Although . . ."

	Lain's eyes shifted to him.

	"They don't trust me, Lain. As is to be expected. They only tell me what they think I need to know. Still, it would take a fool to miss the fact that something is going on. Troops are moving, reinforcing forts. It must be the forts where the others are kept. They are all being carefully protected . . ." Desmeres explained, stopping suddenly.

	His eyes turned to a half-seen form in the shadows, then to the bandages on Lain's chest.

	"Everyone except for you . . . Something has happened and it has got them worried. I've got a feeling that they will soon have a new task for me. Hopefully, it will be a few days more before they contact me. I've nearly finished some . . . items. Things my wife convinced me to make. It would be a shame if they moldered in one of the storehouses rather than finding some use," Desmeres mused.

	Lain released another breath and let his head lower once more.

	"Well. I'd best try to find what there is to find about this final Chosen. I don't suppose we will meet again. Good luck to you," Desmeres said.

	He quickly set off, his back tingling with the expectation of a blade. 

	#

	Elsewhere, under a slowly brightening sky, Myranda stirred. Even after a short day and a long night, the black pit of sleep was slow to let the world in. As her mind crept back to her, thoughts clashed. She knew that she was outside, but why was she so warm? She knew that she could scarcely be in any more danger, but why wasn't she afraid? Her eyes opened and beheld the answer. Myn was already awake. She held Myranda carefully against her, all the while keeping a vigilant watch with every available sense. Myranda pushed gently at the grip and the dragon obligingly released it. The shock of cold air that reached her now that she was no longer protected swept the last trace of sleep from her mind.

	The dragon stood, its head rising to nearly the treetops. As the young wizard's eyes shifted over the unfamiliar features of an old friend, the dragon suddenly remembered that it had been ages since she had performed her most cherished of duties. Instantly, she vanished into the woods, heedless of Myranda's calls for her to stop. The enthusiasm of the bounding steps was the first thing, save the eyes, that Myranda truly recognized about her friend. Trees swayed like tall grass, accompanied by a creaking and snapping tumult that retreated quickly into the distance. In barely a moment, the earth trembled with Myn's return, a deer clutched in her massive jaws. She dropped it on the ground before Myranda and looked about for a pile of wood to light. Seeing none and growing impatient, she turned to a sizable young tree and, with frightening ease, reduced it to splinters. The act took the merest swat of her massive claws. No sooner had the pile of wood settled than a blast of flame set it alight.

	Myranda looked in awe at the results of Myn's traditional morning errands scaled up to her new size. As the glow of the vastly excessive fire cast its dancing light on the trees around her, Myranda's mind began to work. She would need something warm to wear, and quickly. For now, she brought a few spells to mind that would take the edge off of the cold that the fire had not been able to fully keep at bay. Her stomach reminded her vocally that she was well overdue for a meal, and the fact that a suitable candidate now lay beside her greatly amplified its complaints. That could wait a bit more. The gash that the worms had torn in her arm had been reduced to an abrasion, and her ribs and shoulder were sore but no longer broken. There were any number of things about her body that could have benefited from immediate attention, but none needed it. 

	In short, she was in terrible shape, but not in danger. This was fortunate, because even if she had been at death's door, there was something else that was far more important to her right now. She took a few steps back and looked at Myn.

	The dragon was massive, larger than her mother had been on the fateful day of her birth. Her scales, her claws, even the inside of her mouth were black as night. Here and there, a gleam of gold or a streak of red fought valiantly to be seen, but the black by far overpowered them. There were things about her that were out of scale. Muscles bulged in her forelegs and neck. Her claws were long and cruel. In her great mouth, the teeth ran the gamut from stiletto-sized spikes to stout, triangular, white spearheads. Each was accented with barbs that hinted that they would not so much slice into something as tear into it. The row of scales that ran along her spine seemed to have grown and twisted into a vicious serration. At the tip of her tail was a veritable morningstar of spiked scales. 

	Every inch of her was a weapon now.

	"Myn . . . my dear, sweet little Myn . . . what did they do to you?" Myranda whispered painfully.

	The beast lowered its great head, easily as large as Myranda. The young wizard wrapped her arms around the noble beast's neck as best she could and squeezed tight, tears rolling down her cheeks. Myn lowered herself to the ground and angled her head pleadingly. Myranda knew what she wanted. She reached over the dragon's head and rubbed and massaged as best she could without cutting her hands to ribbons. Myn shuddered in ecstasy, her long, powerful tail lashing about and putting deep gashes in any tree unlucky enough to be in its path.

	Suddenly, Myranda's fingers found their way to something that should not be there. It was cold and rough. The flesh around it was swollen and tender, so much so that Myn pulled away at even the light touch of the human's fingers. Myranda tried to get a good look, but it was as black as the scales and hard to make out. Still, she tried. It was certainly metal. There seemed to be a row of recessed holes around its rim, with metal studs protruding from them. It reminded Myranda very much of a horseshoe, save for the fact that the shape continued until it met in a point. As the light of the fire and the strengthening sun fell upon its surface, Myranda could just make out some crudely-carved runes. Even to her still-recovering mind, the object resonated with magic.

	In the gaping center of the ring-like ornament on the dragon's head, the flesh seemed pitted and burned. There was a residue of something, something that burned at Myranda's fingers. It could have been dragon blood, which stung quite a bit where it touched her sensitive flesh, but Myranda instantly knew that it wasn't. Dragon blood didn't burn like this. This burning didn't stop at her fingers. She could feel it in her soul, tugging and twisting at it. This was the work of the D'karon.

	"Myn . . . this . . . thing here. It hurts you, doesn't it?" Myranda asked.

	The beast's eyes turned to her with a clear affirmative.

	"And they put it on your head, didn't they?" Myranda continued.

	Again, it was clearly so.

	"This is going to hurt, but it has to be done. Hold still, I am going to remove it," Myranda said.

	Myn carefully pressed herself against the ground. The dragon's eyes flinched and shut tight as Myranda's fingers probed the edges. The wizard tried to cast a spell to soothe the beast's pain and put her to sleep, but the amulet affixed to her head seemed to turn the spell away. The tingling burn in her fingers grew quickly past the threshold of pain as she found a grip and pulled. The whole of Myn's body shook.

	Amid the burning of her fingers, a sharp, stabbing pain in her palm accompanied each tug. She could feel the enchantment reacting to her, trying to tighten its grip as she struggled against it. The metal lifted away slightly, releasing a trickle of blood. It was a mixture of black and red, as though the D’karon’s modifications ran through her very veins. The pain in her palm was constant now, and the burning intensified everywhere the blood touched. Myn dug her claws into the icy ground, just barely managing to stop a roar of pain in her throat.

	Myranda could feel the spells associated with the piece coiling up her arm, attempting to work its terrible effects on her as well. Before her eyes, streaks of black wound under her skin, along her veins. Her far-from-recovered mind was ill-equipped to force them away. Her clawing at the metal grew more desperate. Myn jerked in pain and the piece slipped from her fingers. Panic began to creep up Myranda's spine, and panic is the enemy of concentration. Desperate thoughts flickered through her mind. She needed a better vantage, and a better grip.

	Quickly, the wizard climbed to the dragon's neck and redoubled her efforts. She felt a low, rattling growl of pain from her friend. The metal slipped a bit more. The studs that so resembled nails on a horseshoe revealed themselves to be just that, driven brutally into the agonized dragon's hide, and likely into the bone beneath. Each fraction of an inch that the nails slipped out translated into a shudder of pain and an excruciating hiss. The pain ran up to Myranda's shoulder. 

	The blood was a steady flow now. The sight of it sickened her. As she tugged at the piece, she could swear she saw flashes of white and violet light pulsing and sparking. She closed her eyes.

	Myn fought desperately against her urges. She knew that this creature on her neck was her friend, and that she caused such pain only because she had to. She knew that Myranda was trying to help her. Unfortunately, a wild beast's instincts are strong. They run deep, and they speak with a loud voice. Right now, that voice boomed in her mind. It screamed that she was in danger, that she had to remove the cause of this pain. When one of the nails slipped free from her flesh, the voice finally became too much to ignore.

	The dragon burst to her feet. In one smooth, reflex-driven motion, Myn threw her head to the side. If Myranda had been prepared, she might have been able to hold on. As it was, she was fully devoted to freeing her friend of this affliction. Both of her hands were locked about the metallic piece. The motion shook her from the dragon's neck, but did not break her grip. As her body flew through the air, the piece followed, swiftly breaking free and soaring through the air with the dislodged wizard.

	The next moment seemed to last an hour. A white-hot bolt of pain shot up Myranda's arm. The same terrible pain drove into Myn's head. A gout of pure black blood poured from Myn's wound, and the air around her began to sizzle and crackle. The black that stained her hide began to draw together and intensify. It looked like vines rooted at her forehead and snaking along her body. They swiftly retreated backward, looping upward into the air in places and dissolving into a thickening black mist about the flailing dragon.

	The moment ended with a powerful crack as Myranda's trip through the air ended suddenly due to a collision with a tree. The wind rushed from her lungs, and the world dimmed and blurred. The black, bloodied bit of metal slipped from her fingers and continued in an odd, spinning trajectory into the woods. Myranda dropped to the ground, with the now-familiar pain of a rib being re-broken throbbing in her side. 

	Her eyes turned to Myn. The massive form was lost in a cloud of black, appearing only as a flash of wing, a hint of snout, or a lash of tail, all thrashing in pain. The frenzy subsided slowly, until finally it was still. The black mist thinned.

	Myranda tried to focus her eyes on the red and yellow blur before her. As her reluctant eyes recovered from the encounter with the tree, she slowly saw the results of the short but intense struggle. Myn's coloring was restored. With the notable exception of a black stain where the piece had been, her ruby red and golden yellow scales gleamed in all of their former glory. Her features had returned to the familiar, elegant, natural ones, as well. Her size, however, was another matter. She was no longer the hulking monstrosity that they had turned her into, but neither was she the little creature Myranda had thought she'd failed to save all of that time ago. As the dragon stood, her head rose to easily thrice Myranda's height, and from snout to tail she was ten paces if she was an inch. Truly, she was the spitting image of her mother.

	The young wizard's mouth hung open in awe as she looked over her old friend as if for the first time. Perhaps it was because she'd been so changed, but the shock of having her friend back from the dead had not struck Myranda before. Now, tears poured from her eyes as she ran to the beast and wrapped her arms tightly about the base of her neck.

	"Oh, Myn. It has been so long. I never thought I would see you again. If only you could speak. I want to know every detail," she cried joyfully.

	As her teary eyes opened again, looking over the beast's shoulder, she saw what she believed to be a residual blot of black staining Myn's left wing. No . . . It was too defined for that. It seemed deliberate, intricate. In fact, it looked vaguely like . . . 

	Myranda wiped her eyes and looked again. The words "it can't be" offered themselves in her mind but were quickly dismissed. A sane person would have spoken them aloud without a second thought. Perhaps a year ago she would have whispered them. Perhaps yesterday she would have considered them. After all that she'd been through, all that she'd seen, those words would never mean the same thing. Today, there was nothing that could not be. What she saw was real. Her beloved dragon had returned from death's door. She had managed decades of growth in a few months. And now, like an insignia on a sail, Myn's wing bore the crisp, black curves of the Mark. The same mark that had been on the sword. The same mark that appeared on Myranda's hand, Ether's head, and the chests of Ivy and Lain. The Mark of the Chosen.

	Myranda released Myn's neck and took a few steps back, paralyzed by the torrent of thoughts wrestling for control in her mind. The memories of that terrible day rushed back to her. She'd tried to pull Myn's soul back from the brink. Something had stopped her . . . some power. Then Oriech spoke to her that day; he revealed her role to her. He spoke of the Great Convergence. The pieces slowly assembled themselves.

	Once the pain had subsided and the world seemed as it should be, albeit a bit larger, Myn looked upon Myranda with curiosity. She seemed distant, distracted. The dragon couldn't know what the trouble was, but she tried her best to work it out. Myranda was hungry. She had to be. Yet, for some reason, she did not prepare her meal as she always did. Myn looked about, quickly realizing that Myranda had no means to do so. There was no knife, and neither was there a bag to conceal one. Surely that was the reason. Convinced she'd gotten to the root of the problem, Myn took the job into her own claws. She'd watched the human ready similar beasts to be put over the fire many times before.

	The wizard did not notice the somewhat indelicate task being performed before her. She was too deep in her own thoughts. Oriech had pulled her aside to speak of the convergence at that moment for a reason. It had just passed. If Myn was truly the fifth Chosen One, then surely he would have spoken to her before. Surely, he would have shown himself at the moment they had first joined. Unless it was not until she'd been killed that she had been chosen. 

	The three signs of the Chosen worked their way into her mind. Certainly the dragon was pure of soul, and she already knew that one didn't need to bear the mark on the surface to be Chosen. That only left divinity of birth.

	The words of Oriech echoed in her head. They were odd, specific, and deliberate. "Your existence in this world must simply be the work of the direct will of the divine." Could it be that the massive power that had swept Myn from her grasp had been the will of the gods? "The Quickening" affected different people in different ways. Perhaps, in the hands of the gods, Myn had been coaxed into her prime instantly. The explanation was desperate, hopelessly complex, and stretched the rules until they screamed, but it fit.

	Far from satisfied, Myranda reluctantly accepted her own explanation and finally took notice of Myn's handiwork. She'd done a remarkably delicate job of separating the beast, though the result was still a bit stomach-turning in its appearance. Myranda plucked up a piece of the meat, prepared it, and consumed it. Myn snapped up the rest. With the hunger dealt with, she looked at the blaze before her and the pitch-black column rising into the sky. It was a miracle that the whole of the forest had not been consumed in flame by now. Reluctantly, she drew her mind to the task of extinguishing it. The fire gradually died out under her will, leaving a pile of charred wood she could not hope to conceal.

	By the time the flames had flickered their last, Myranda could already feel her mind fatigued again, and the chill was creeping into her bones. A spell or two warded off the cold for the time being, and she scanned her surroundings. Nothing seemed familiar. For a moment, she wondered how she could have traveled to this place and not know where it was. Then she remembered the flight. It seemed like a dream. Her eyes turned to the sky. If they could fly . . . then it didn't truly matter where they were, only where they wanted to go. There were two rather severe difficulties, though. First, there could be no hope of entering a town now. Myn simply could not be hidden. Second, unless they flew above the clouds, they could not travel by day. Likewise, nights with a strong moon would present threats of discovery as well.

	Discovery. Myranda looked to the column of smoke as it tapered off. Perhaps at night it would not have been noticed staining the sky, but night was gone and day was quickly taking its place. If there was a town anywhere nearby, they had no doubt already seen it. Briefly, Myranda considered conjuring up a rush of wind in hopes of scattering it, but the idea was quickly dismissed. After all, if a sudden and clearly mindful gust of wind perfectly scattered the smoke before someone's eyes, it would bring armed men more surely than the smoke alone. Besides, if she was going to be relying solely on magic to keep her warm, especially without the aid of a staff, she would need all of the strength she could spare.

	Myranda realized that Myn was looking impatiently at her friend. The young wizard settled to the ground and leaned against a tree near the smoldering remains of the fire. Myn thumped heavily to the ground and gently dropped her head onto Myranda's lap. It was nearly as large as her whole body had been prior to her divine growth spurt. Myranda stroked her head.

	"We've got to find them, Myn. Lain, Ivy, Ether, and Deacon are out there, somewhere. If we are lucky, they are still alive. They are going to be under heavy guard, and I have no weapons. I have no staff. I don't even have proper clothing. But I have you," she whispered. "It may just be enough."

	 


Chapter 16

	Closing her eyes, Myranda worked at one of the spells Deacon had taught her, a spell of detection that would not draw the attention of the D'karon. It was different from the one she'd developed on her own. It was less broad, more targeted. Rather than looking upon the whole of the area at once, she focused intently on a small region that shifted and slid along, drawn weakly toward whomsoever one sought, something akin to looking at a map through a keyhole. The greatest challenge of the spell was keeping oneself from succumbing to frustration. Most trying was the fact that Myranda did not search at all, but had to attune herself to her target and allow her mind to be drawn to it.

	Slowly, deliberately, Myranda set her mind adrift on the breezes and eddies of the spiritual plane. One by one, she shifted her thoughts to each of her friends. She began with Lain. Her consciousness bobbed lightly on the sea of the mind, patiently awaiting the lightest tug, the weakest current to guide her. None came. Reluctantly, she shifted her aim to Ether, bracing herself, ready for a surge. When she continued to feel nothing but the weak push and pull of the worn, defeated souls of her countrymen, her heart dropped. 

	Ether's soul was powerful, blindingly so, and she never concealed it. Even when she was weak, it shone like a beacon to the mind. Now there was not a whisper, not a glimmer.

	She turned her mind to Ivy. Myranda had found her mind before. It had been after one of her transformations. She had been weak then, and still her mind had smoldered, bright and clear. Now there was nothing but a galaxy of broken spirits drifting through the void. 

	Myranda fought thoughts from her mind. Could it be? Had they been killed? No. She'd found Myn even after her soul left her body. They were being hidden somehow. Her focus began to waver as fatigue set in. She'd hardly recovered since the ordeal in the arena, and without her staff she had to work twice as hard at the concentration. The icy-cold wind that swept around her body was beginning to filter through to her mind.

	Suddenly there was a flash, like a bolt of lightning. A brilliant gold sparkle in the distance. It shifted to a still-brighter red--then, just as suddenly, vanished. It was sharp, pure, and unmistakable. It was Ivy. Myranda locked onto the indistinct point in the distance where the intense light had pulsed. In the ever-shifting currents of the astral plane, it was maddening, but she could not fail. Everything hinged upon this. She had to succeed. 

	In her mind, she felt the cold, dark valleys of the north slide slowly beneath her. Another flash came, this time beginning in red and ending in gold. She crept closer. Finally, she came upon something she'd never felt before. There was a sharp, penetrating cold and a deep, fundamental darkness. Not a spark of warmth. Not a flicker of light. Not a whisper of life. She pulled together all of the concentration she could muster to scour for some trace of a soul. She felt something like a heat. She drew her mind closer. 

	Then it came. An eruption of gold. Myranda could feel the power rush over her like a tidal wave. It permeated her spirit, infusing it and surrounding it. She felt every ounce of strength she had lost pulse, powerful and alive in her very core. Then it shifted to red, and the nourishing warmth turned to a searing heat. She was boiling in an ocean of crimson light that threw her back.

	Myranda's eyes shot open. The chill should have taken its toll on her, but all she felt was the heat. Her hand sizzled against the snow as she climbed to her feet. The tree she had leaned upon was black and smoking. After a lengthy search, her mind should be in tatters, but it was sharp as it had ever been. The period of gradually coming to terms with the physical world again was absent, unnecessary. For a fraction of a moment, her mind had touched that of Ivy, sharing some fraction of the power she flowed with during one of the outbursts. It was awesome in the purest meaning of the word. Her eyes turned to the sky. The sun was doing its best to break through the near-constant clouds overhead and was having brushes with success at some points, turning thin patches of gray clouds a brilliant white. If they flew now, they would surely be seen. If they didn't . . . 

	Myranda climbed atop Myn's back. There was no choice. They had to move now, while their target was still fresh in her mind. While the strength lent to her, purposely or not, was still coursing through her veins. The mighty creature could feel her excitement. She took a few steps and thrust herself into the air, massive wings unfurling and catching the wind. Myn rose into the sky, circling ever higher.

	"That way. West. And hurry!" Myranda proclaimed.

	Myn shifted smoothly, her movements fluid and graceful, as though she had been born in the air. Myranda's eyes were wide as the sights that had rushed past her in a blur the night before now found their way into a mind that could truly appreciate them. Forbidding forests and treacherous plains became gray, green, and white patches on an endless painting. Icy rivers became ribbons of silver. Where once there had been half-deserted cities, now there were intricate patterns of streets and buildings, laid out like carvings. 

	It was a view of wonder, of beauty. No wonder the gods made their home in the sky. From here, all of the fear, all of the sorrow sunk away. There was only freedom. Even the icy chill of the wind seemed far away, so tightly did the spectacle seize her mind.

	Myranda tried to imagine herself on the ground, looking up. How small did they seem? A vague form, perhaps mistaken by all but the keenest eyes for a bird? She could only hope. There was a long way to go. Even as hours of travel swept below her in minutes, the place Myranda felt Ivy's spirit struggling was far. She did not know what she would find. She could not plan. All she could do was drink in the peace, breathe deeply of the thin air, and watch as the setting of her life drifted by beneath her in miniature. She saw the thread-thin roads that connected the towns, the same roads she had trudged down since she was a little girl. She saw the Low Lands. The sheer size of Ravenwood took on a new meaning at this height. It dwarfed cities. Even the mountainside seemed to be little more than the beach on a frosty green sea. 

	#

	Below, the atmosphere in the cities was growing steadily worse. War brings with it a tension. It permeates the mind of every man, woman, and child. In time, though, the tension becomes first tolerable, then comfortable. A constant in a world with so few of them, it can be relied upon. Just as the mind comes to accept it, though, so too does it become sensitive to it. The slightest change is amplified. News of a battle gone badly can almost be felt before it arrives. Messages of lost loved ones seldom come as a surprise. It is intangible, indescribable, but undeniable. Those things that affected the war affected the people, and made themselves known to the people without words. And something indeed was affecting the war.

	People paced uneasily in the streets, gazing into the fields at patrols moving too quickly, and too early. Black carriages strayed from their solemn routes. Large groups of very quiet soldiers passed through towns, stopping for neither food nor rest. Black forms in the skies . . . Until recently stories of them were rare and easily dismissed. Now they were frequent and detailed. Creatures like twisted dragons sweeping through the sky in formations. The keen of eye swore they saw men on their backs. And then there were the tales from Fallbrook. The town was ravaged. A swath of the main street bore still visible scars from some manner of substance observers claimed burned without fire. Buildings were left in ruins. The black dragons had been there, the quiet soldiers, the empty cloaks. All under the command of the generals. 

	And there were others . . . Wizards, malthropes, and an elemental popped up in accounts of the carnage. Tales differed greatly, and no one completely believed them. There was one thing for certain, though. Something was happening. Something important. 

	#

	Perhaps it was the strength that was thrust upon her during her search, perhaps it was the anticipation, but Myranda could still feel the power crackling through her. Hours had passed and the day had long ago given way to night. Myn had flown without rest for these many hours, and she was showing no sign of fatigue. 

	Myranda gently refreshed a spell against the cold. The air was biting, to be sure, but not nearly so dangerously as it had when the flight had begun. They were quite far south now, and quite far west, farther than Myranda had been in years. Just at the edge of her vision, at the horizon, the western sea could be seen lapping at the land. A cold realization crept to Myranda's mind. She knew where she was headed. Already it was visible in the distance. A high stone wall encircling a half-demolished city. The ruins of Kenvard.

	In all of her travels, in all of her wanderings, Myranda was never able to bring herself to come back. Even after fifteen years, the thought burned at her mind. She drew nearer, the jagged, fallen shapes becoming recognizable. The school . . . the temple quarter . . . the market district . . . they all stood as shadows of their former selves. Husks destroyed by siege weapons and eroded by time. The castle, small and sturdy, was the only thing that stood in any meaningful way. 

	No attempt had ever been made to rebuild. It was too near to the front, the Alliance Army decreed, too dangerous. The thought was madness. The city of Kenvard had stood through a dozen wars. Wars against the old kingdoms of the north. Wars against the lesser provinces of Tressor. Even today, the walls stood proud and strong. No. Myranda wondered how she had ever believed that the Tressons could have taken it so quickly and so completely. 

	The doors had been opened. Her people had been betrayed.

	At Myranda's signal, Myn began to circle slowly down. The forms of the city became more distinct. She'd last seen this place when she'd been no more than six, but the memories stirred bright, vivid, and agonizing. The ghosts of her life stood before her. Once-busy courtyards had decade-old trees pushing their way through the cobblestones. Vines grew over doors and windows. The sight was painful enough--but, slowly, a more searing realization came. There were buildings that were whole, buildings that had not been there before. Paths had been worn here and there by foot traffic. Signs of life . . . 

	Thin black smoke curled from the chimneys of the new buildings. They were squat stone structures that bore more than a passing resemblance to the forts that she and the others had fought their way into and out of time and time again. A sharp blast on a horn rang out over the countryside and soldiers streamed out into the streets. There were dozens of them, hundreds even. In moments, arrows were hissing through the air toward them, but Myranda brushed them astray with a wave of her hand. She felt a pulse from Ivy, even without searching. It was viciously powerful, a shift from joy to anger. It came from the castle.

	Myranda guided Myn in low. The air was heavy with an evil smell, a smell that stung the nose and burned the eyes. She'd smelled it in Demont's fort, but it had not been nearly so strong. Myn swung low, her massive wings inches from the rooftops. Myranda's eyes, tears of anger now streaming from them, beheld the faces of the soldiers. Nearmen, every one of them. Not so much as an attempt had been made to hide the fact. 

	The streets rushed by below her in a blur, Myn's claws dashing soldiers to pieces below her. Myranda kept the arrows from them and set her eyes on the great castle gates. They were closing.

	"Get us through those doors," Myranda urged.

	The dragon pumped her wings and they surged through the air. Myranda leaned low and held herself tight to the beast's back, her mind tightly flexed to the task of forcing away the flying arrows. The great wooden doors drew nearer. The opening between them grew smaller. At the last moment, Myn shifted sideways and swept her wings back. The pair of heroes burst through the gap. Digging her claws deep into the stone and ancient carpet of the floor, Myn screeched to a stop in the entry hall. The half-dozen nearmen who had been hauling the massive doors closed now began to push them open.

	"Keep the doors shut, Myn!" Myranda ordered, leaping to the ground.

	Myn made short work of the nearmen and forced the doors shut against those outside. Myranda held out a hand and focused on the brace, heaving it into place. The alert that had summoned the nearmen outside had left the castle nearly empty. The task now was to keep it that way.

	"Good work, Myn. Keep those doors closed! I'll be back as soon as I can!" Myranda cried as she sprinted down the great hall and deeper into the castle.

	 


Chapter 17

	Walls blackened by fire, great portraits torn to ribbons, and magnificently carved doors whisked past Myranda as she hurried through the castle's halls toward her target. As a little girl, she'd dreamed about seeing this place. Now she was grateful that she hadn't time to linger. The state of ruin around her--and, worse, the corruption that showed itself at every turn--dashed her dreams to pieces. She worked her way through the winding halls. Her echoing footsteps mingled with those of the guards too slow to answer the call in time. Flashes of magic made short work of locked doors. 

	Finally, she found her way to a massive hall. The throne room.

	The vaulted ceilings towered over her head. Moldering tapestries sagged on the walls. On either side of the room, the walls had been modified. Where once were great arched doorways leading to lavish gathering rooms, now there were rough stone walls with heavy wooden doors. The first few were marked with carefully engraved placards, etched with numerals one through five, with the fourth door hanging open to reveal a closet-sized interior--empty. Beside each door, attached to the wall, was a rack. One bore an intricately-carved staff. Another, a massive two-handed sword. The last bore another sword . . . the sword. The one that she had found with the remains of the swordsman. The one that had made this quest her own.

	Myranda turned back to her task. There, at the far end of the room, perched on a slightly raised platform rightfully occupied by the thrones of a fallen kingdom, stood a sight that boiled Myranda's blood. There was a cage. Inside was Ivy. Fastened about her mouth and neck, and three each on her arms, legs, and tail, were crystal chains. Not the crystal-embedded iron that had held Myranda, but pure, brilliantly glowing crystal. They led through the bars to the walls, where they were affixed first to support pillars and second to head-sized storage crystals. Crystals that even now pulsed with stolen energy. The chains were taut, so much so that they suspended Ivy from the ground. A handful of mystic nearmen, bearing robes and wands rather than armor and swords, tended to the crystals, carefully replacing those that were full with fresh ones.

	Ivy's eyes turned to Myranda. Instantly, they were radiant with joy. She struggled and let out muffled screams of excitement. The elation spilled off in scintillating waves of golden light that were drawn ravenously into the chains. The links leapt and danced at the sudden flow of power. The nearmen turned to the intruder, others finally bursting through the door behind her. A wand was raised and a crude spell hurled forth. By some horrible twist, the churning ball of black magic was spared the hunger of the crystals and sailed toward its target. Myranda tried to force it away, but her own will was not offered the same protection. She dove aside, dodging the spell.

	A wave of red and a searing heat erupted from Ivy as she shifted suddenly to anger. The force was such that the nearmen nearest to her were thrown aside. As before, the gems soon drank away the power, but it was enough. Myranda sprinted to the nearest of the fallen mystics, the soldiers behind her at her heels. She wrestled the wand from the spellcaster. 

	No sooner was the item in her hand than its operation became clear to her. The wand itself contained both the spells and the power to cast them. It took the merest thought to set them free. It stood to reason, as the merest thought was typically the best the nearmen could manage. A spray of destructive black magic launched itself from the weapon, bringing the soldiers to a very swift and somewhat messy end. Myranda turned and leveled the weapon at the mystics, but the wand was spent.

	Myranda dropped to the ground as a new wave of magic swept toward her. It splashed against the bars of the cage, buckling and peeling back a handful of them, though not severing any of the chains. Myranda picked up one of the bars that had broken free and scrambled to her feet. A swing of the makeshift weapon--dripping with a brutality the young wizard hadn't thought herself capable of--destroyed the nearest mystic. The fallen wand made quick work of the rest. The room filled with a brief burst of golden light as Ivy's mood shifted again.

	"It is all right, Ivy, I'm here now. I am going to get you out of this," Myranda assured her, as she approached the anchor point of the first chain.

	She raised the bar and brought its end down. The link, little more than brittle crystal, shattered after a second and third blow in a tiny burst of raw magic. As the chain fell limp, Myranda moved down to the second. One by one, the restraints fell, each giving Ivy more and more room to struggle. Before long, the jerking chains were yanking themselves free, too weak to restrain the desperate creature. When the last of them shattered, Myranda squeezed through the break in the bars to help her friend. With some difficulty, she pried off the shackle clamped like a muzzle about Ivy's mouth.

	"Thank the gods you are here! I knew you would come!" Ivy said, almost too happy to speak. "You have to get this off of me! Quick!"

	She tugged madly at an amulet affixed to the neck shackle. It shone with the gold color of her aura, only magnified. As she tore at it, it made a perceptible shift to orange.

	"Quick, quick, quick!" she cried with growing desperation. "It makes me happy then mad then happy and if you can't get it off then . . . augh . . . Get away from me!"

	The ranting creature pushed Myranda forcefully through the gap in the bars and then held tight to them. The gold was washed away in a torrent of red that mixed with screams of Ivy's anger.

	"I'll kill them! I'll kill them for doing this to me!" she howled, an anger that was not her own surging though her.

	Myranda could feel the raw power washing over her, and the anger prodded at her, trying to force itself into her mind. She shook it away. The poor creature was lost in a torrent of emotion, no doubt spared the full transformation that usually accompanied such rage by the crystals that still tore hungrily at her. Ivy released the bars and took the amulet firmly in her grasp. The thin chain that held it in place snapped like a piece of twine. She threw it to the ground and crushed it to powder beneath her heel. The storm of emotions abated instantly.

	Struggling to catch her breath, Ivy crawled through the gap in the cage. Behind her, she dragged easily her own weight in crystal chains, tripping, tugging and pulling at them to get them untangled from the bars. Myranda rushed to her and helped her to her feet. The poor creature looked beyond weary, but the joy and relief gave her strength enough to stand.

	"I knew you'd come! Thank you so much for saving me," Ivy said. "Where are the others?"

	"Still captured. I haven't found them yet," Myranda explained, guiding Ivy toward the door.

	"You came to find me first! I knew you liked me better than Ether. Do . . . do you hear that?" Ivy asked suddenly.

	Myranda stopped, prompting Ivy to do the same. With the cacophony of jangling crystalline chains halted, Myranda could hear a rhythmic pounding far ahead of them. The nearmen outside were trying to get in. They had to hurry.

	"Quickly. They are beating on the doors. We need to reach--" Myranda began, but Ivy interrupted.

	"No, no. Not that. The scratching. It is on the ceiling," Ivy said, turning her keen eyes upward. "There!"

	Myranda squinted, a chill gripping her spine as she was just able to make out a bat-like creature nestled in a corner, its unnatural eyes trained on her. It was a tiny beast Lain had called a watcher, a spy for Demont. He knew they were here.

	"Quickly!" Myranda urged, running for the door the soldiers had thrown aside.

	Ivy tripped and stumbled on the chains dangling from her every limb, trying to keep up. It was no use. The door slammed closed of its own accord. Instantly, Myranda could feel locking spells she could not hope to break fall into place about every door in the room. At the same time, she felt two spells that had been in place drop away. A slow, ominous creak drew the hero's eyes. The doors marked I and II were swinging slowly open. Myranda tried to will them closed again, but the crystals filling the room drank away her spells even more quickly than those in the arena had. With no other options, she rushed to the first door and threw herself against it.

	"Go! Find the entryway! I'll--" Myranda ordered.

	"No! I'm not leaving without you! We do this together!" Ivy interrupted, throwing herself against the other door.

	Myranda's eyes darted around the room as the door shook and rattled against her, pounding blows growing stronger with each passing moment. Ivy's eyes wandered, too, a vague look of recognition drifting across her face as she looked upon the room from outside the cage for the first time. Her gaze locked on the fourth door, open toward her. A shudder went through her.

	"This . . . this is where it started. This is where . . . this me was born," she said distantly.

	"Then these other doors . . . they must be the other revisions. Demont's other attempts at creating a Chosen," Myranda surmised.

	A sudden, powerful blow threw Myranda to the ground, whipping the door open. The creature that stepped from inside may as well have stepped right out of Myranda's childhood dreams. He was a man, tall and strong. His face was the picture of divine nobility; gleaming immaculate armor covered his impossibly perfect form. He was precisely what Myranda had imagined the Chosen would be. At the time, the thought had been enchanting. Now the sight terrified her. Before she could recover, the warrior grasped Ivy by a handful of her chains and threw her with a strength he should not have had. The hero sailed across the room, colliding with the far wall and dropping to the ground in a clattering mound of glassy chains.

	The door Ivy had braced opened to reveal a second form in every way identical to the first, though cast in a different role. In place of the shimmering armor, there was a flowing robe, and perched atop his head was a pointed wizard's cap. It was precisely the sort she would have expected all wizards to wear prior to meeting dozens who wore no such thing. The warrior took up the two-handed sword, the wizard took up the staff, and the twin creations turned to their foes.

	To an outsider, the sides of good and evil would have seemed obvious. On one side were two statuesque figures, each a picture-perfect specimen of heroism, naught but courage and nobility in their eyes. On the other, a tattered woman with desperation and fear plastered on her face and a beast still weighed down by the chains of imprisonment, each at the end of their rope and seeking escape at any price. Never had the unlikeliness of the world's heroes been drawn into so sharp a relief.

	Ivy climbed to her feet noisily, brushing shards of broken crystal from where they had bitten into her skin. She grimaced with pain, specks of red staining her white fur. The warrior was stalking toward her. The chains wrapped around her legs robbed her of her footing, leaving her struggling to steady herself. All the while, the warrior was drawing closer, his sword raised and a look of triumph already in his eyes.

	Myranda rushed to attack the warrior. With her magic all but useless here, she was not entirely sure what she was going to do when she reached him, but she had to do something. Suddenly, she felt a will tighten around her like a vice, crushing her from all sides. Her pained eyes turned to the wizard. His staff was held out, a look of concentration on his face. Myranda struggled, pushing back with her mind, but any progress was quickly wicked away. 

	How did their spells evade the crystal's thirst when hers did not? Her mind struggled to analyze the spell about her, trying to work out the possibilities. The increasingly familiar sensation of a rib cracking quickly reminded her that now was not a time for academics. A solution came to mind and was immediately put to work.

	The crystals tore the power from her spells moments after they were released, but the results of the spells would surely remain. All she had to do was start something the crystals couldn't stop. A short, focused burst of concentration coupled with a muttered arcane phrase conjured a short-lived, intense flash of flame. A moment later, the cloak of the wizard was aflame. The will holding her in place wavered while he attempted to extinguish himself, but it was enough. Myranda broke free from his grip and launched herself toward him. The pair tumbled to the floor with enough force to send the staff sliding across the room.

	Ivy was trying to back away from the warrior, but the long chains that still clung to her limbs and tail tripped her relentlessly. They were at once underfoot, wrapped around pillars, twisted around her legs, and entangling her arms. The fear welled up inside of her, bringing with it a sense of panic that further hampered her efforts. One of the chains attached to her wrist had found its way beneath her feet. She struggled with increasing desperation to free her hand. A moment later, she took a step to gain better footing, inadvertently releasing the chain. Her arm snapped back with remarkable speed, trailing behind it the length of crystal chain. It coiled through the air and lashed across the warrior's face like a whip, shattering its endmost link against his cheek. 

	A few drops of black blood trickled from the resulting wound, and a more stern look came to the warrior's face. The ramifications of the event slowly worked their way into the frightened creature's mind. The blue aura began to fade. A devilish grin replaced it.

	Ivy worked her arm in slow circles, drawing more and more of the chain into the air. Each time the warrior stepped near enough, she widened the circle briefly and a lash of jagged crystal pushed him back. Now her other arm did the same. Long tendrils of brilliantly glowing chain drew intricate designs in the air. As she worked more and more of the chain into carefully timed circles, those that remained became less tangled. This was a rhythm. This she could understand. Minute, graceful movements tugged and pulled chains from her legs, tail, and neck into the air. Now she was an indistinct white form in the center of a radiant blur of chains, bending, twisting, spinning, leaping. It could only be described as a dance. The complex pattern of motion that moved the whole of her body finally managed to keep every last link of chain airborne, hissing through the air fully extended and somehow not clashing or tangling.

	Myranda scrambled for the staff, ignoring the sharp pain in her abdomen. This was a nearman, and thus the staff was his source of power. She had to keep it from him. He grasped at her, catching her ankle in a punishing grip, but it was too late. Her fingers closed around the weapon. Instantly, the many enchantments of the staff seemed to insinuate themselves into her mind, forcing her to become aware of them. Spells that did not so much need to be cast as selected. Most were harsh and excessive by Myranda's standards, but desperate times have a way of adjusting one's standards. 

	She unleashed the same vicious, vice-like spell that had been used against her, instantly rendering the wizard immobile and struggling for breath. With virtually no will to resist with, the wizard was at her mercy.

	Victory was at hand, but, unfortunately, a sudden and rather terrifying realization made it an afterthought. The gems that had been leeching away all of her strength had been treated to a veritable feast since Myranda's arrival, and many were full nearly to bursting. Deep black scars on Bagu's face and a large jagged hole in the hallway of the arena stood as evidence of the destructive potential of one of these gems, and now there were dozens. The light was growing more intense by the moment. 

	Myranda thrust the struggling wizard with all of the spell's might. In her hands, it was considerable. As she hurried to the most threatening of the gems, his form collided with the bars of the cage and dropped motionlessly, but not lifelessly, to the ground.

	A healthy dose of golden light was shining out from the swirl of brilliant blue chains, feeding their radiance. Ivy's flawless motions propelled the azure tendrils with astounding speed and accuracy. She advanced slowly at first, bringing the tips of the chains into striking distance link by link. The warrior raised his sword defensively. The overfilled crystals burst on contact, showering him with faintly glowing shards and scalding him with intense energy. As the chains grew shorter, and she grew more bold, Ivy swept closer still. The strikes became stronger and more frequent. Now the warrior was backing away.

	Before long, Ivy's chains had been worn down to a few short lengths, affording her far greater control. The sword-wielding nearman was already on his last legs, the bizarre assault leaving him battered and bloodied, but now the strikes where landing upon undefended flesh without fail. Finally, there was nothing left on her legs and neck but shackles, the crystal bands on her tail having long since slipped away. She wrapped the remaining links that dangled from her wrists around her fingers and advanced on the nearly beaten warrior. 

	Her ears twitched. The door marked III was creaking open.

	Myranda took a large, gently pulsing crystal into her hands. Its ravenous hunger sated, she felt no draw on her strength. She could feel the raw power locked just below its surface. It was a dull warmth--a warmth that she felt not with her body, but with her soul. Tiny fractures were feathering across the surface. Myranda probed the enchantments of the staff. There was a connection, she could feel it. The same power trapped within the crystal fueled the spells. If she could just manage to use the staff to tap into it, she might have a chance. 

	Carefully, she tugged and pulled at the tools of the D'karon with magic. Reluctantly, a filament of brilliant light wormed out of the crystal and flowed into the staff. Instantly, she felt the enchantments come alive, each seeming to have a will of its own. They all wished to be cast at once. She sifted through them, finally coming upon one that seemed right.

	Staff in one hand, gem in the other, she turned to the door barring their way. On the ground lay the defeated warrior, barely moving. Ivy stood over him, the links of chain slowly slipping from her fingers. Her gaze, her mind, her entire being was transfixed by the form before her. A young woman, perhaps Myranda's age, was standing just outside of the third cell. Her eyes were blank and empty, staring at an indistinct point in the distance. From the looks of her, she hadn't seen the outside in years, so pale was her skin. Indeed, she looked frail and weary enough to have been locked away for the whole of her life. The clothes she wore were simple, and seemed almost ancient, worn thin over years. 

	Ivy approached her.

	"What is the matter?" Myranda asked, concern in her voice.

	Ivy raised a hand and touched the woman on the cheek. Slowly, mechanically, the woman imitated. A ragged sleeve slid back to reveal, in sharp black against her pale forearm, the Mark of the Chosen. Ivy was fairly trembling. A lone tear rolled down her cheek, her face a potent mix of agony, longing, and confusion. Her mind seemed frozen, locked about a feeling she couldn't describe. Something she felt . . . she knew to her very core. Those eyes. They were familiar, but she'd never seen them before. How could it be? What did it mean?

	This third foe did not seem to be a threat, but appearances were often deceiving. However, as a quiet crackling emanated from the crystals behind her, Myranda knew that there was a far more pressing concern that had to be dealt with first. She focused her attentions on the door, unleashing the full power of the spell she'd selected. Sure enough, the staff was all too eager to sap the crystal of its stolen strength. As it did, the door began to rattle against is hinges. Myranda could feel the clash of the two spells, the tension as they struggled against one another. 

	As the two D'karon spells battled, she cast her gaze cautiously about with what little will she had to spare. The woman before Ivy seemed harmless. Beyond harmless. She'd seen a blank expression like that once before, though, on Hollow, the prophet of Entwell. Yet when the spirits gripped him, Hollow was anything but harmless. As she contemplated what precisely it was that Demont had been keeping behind the third cell door, and why Ivy found it so fascinating, the malthrope's expression changed to one of comprehension.

	"She doesn't look right because she is . . . she is too . . . old," Ivy gasped in a hushed voice.

	Realization cut through her more painfully than any knife could. In its wake, memories long concealed by a dense fog were thrust into clarity. A continuous line of recollection lurched up from the mists, bright and real. The sounds of battle rang in her ears. Scenes of soldiers flashed before her darting eyes. They were the same images she'd recalled when Myranda had asked her to remember, but vivid as life. She saw the eyes of her parents in crystal clarity as they were struck down. She heard the screams of the other children around her. She felt the searing sting of an arcane tool as it was plunged cruelly into her chest.

	Her shaking fingers rose and tugged at the neck of the human's shirt. It slid down slightly, revealing a ghastly white scar at the base of her throat. A scar precisely where the artifact had been driven in her memory. Ivy stumbled back as if struck, her eyes riddled with pain. The agony dropped away slowly, leaving Ivy's expression as blank as that of her tormentor. Slower still came its replacement. The change was subtle on the surface. Her lips pressed together slightly. Her eyes drew narrower. Around her, the air seemed to grow warmer and colder at the same time. It had all of the burning bite of the chilliest of winter nights. She drew in a breath and released it as a seething hiss that swirled in front of her as a puff of white mist.

	Deep inside, Ivy burned. She burned not with the white-hot flame of anger, a fire that danced blindingly across the surface--this was deeper, smoldering in her very core. This was an emotion she'd never felt so intensely. Her soul and body boiled with it. It was not long before the intense feeling found its way along the channels installed by the D'karon. It came to the surface not as the crimson glow of anger--not a glow at all. Indeed, the light seemed to be drawn from the air around her. Darkness rolled off of her in thin black waves, billowing like mist and thickening as it drifted to the floor.

	"Demont," she hissed, blackness beginning to thread its way along her white fur. "It wasn't enough that he killed me. It isn't enough that he tore my soul from my body. He had to lock them both away. Twist them. Shape them. Leave them to wither. I am nothing to him. He tainted everything."

	Ivy's words dripped with a hatred the likes of which Myranda never would have thought her capable. She felt the intense emotion at the edge of her mind, eager to get in. It was relentless. Myranda kept it at bay and intensified her efforts on the door. It was not budging, and the crystal was nearly drained. Or, at least, it had been. Now it was drinking greedily of the blanket of black mist that rolled across the floor.

	"Ivy, I need you to calm down," Myranda pleaded.

	"No . . . no. Now is not the time to be calm. Not when that . . . thing still lives. Not while his little twisted creations still lurk about. He must be punished. He must be ended. And I will use what he gave me to do it," she fumed.

	Her voice had a more even, more mature quality. There was no hint of the innocence that saturated her tone normally. Now there was hatred, vengeance, and nothing else. She shifted her gaze to the mock hero, his falsely noble form struggling back to his feet, sword in hand. She stalked toward him. The mist around her feet whisked aside, offering a glimpse of pockmarked, eroded stone where her feet had been. Each step left behind a similar patch that looked as though a century of decay had worn it away.

	Myranda looked around. Everywhere the mist touched seemed to age before her eyes. Iron bars rusted. Wood flaked and crumbled. Only two things were spared: the mist parted itself around Myranda, and around the figure that had driven Ivy to this level of madness. The nearmen were not afforded the same mercy. Instead, as Ivy finally reached the battered form of the warrior, the mist seemed to coil up around him. She reached out and grasped him by the neck. A ghostly pallor spread out from her touch, withering flesh to gnarled sinew. Myranda turned away from the horrid sight, only to behold a far worse one.

	The wooden racks that held the dangerously full gems finally gave way under the effects of the mist. The crystals tumbled to the ground. Some of them fractured, brilliant light gleaming from within and threatening to burst forth. Most managed to stay whole, drinking in the mist that they were now immersed in. Every last one of them took on a painfully bright glow. Myranda rushed to them, staff in hand. She had to spill off the energy, and quickly, as there was certainly no time to make it far enough away to escape the blast.

	She slid to a stop as a form rose up from the mist. The wizard, still clinging to life after Myranda's last attack, struggled to his feet. He hadn't been spared the effects of the concentrated hate that was pouring out of Ivy. His clothes looked as though they had been left at the mercy of a dozen hard winters. His flesh was stark white and drawn. In his hands, though, were a pair of the wands left by Ivy's handlers. With a mechanical look of dignity and nobility still plastered on his ravaged face, the creation began to unleash blast after blast of the black magic. The stores of the wands were depleted quickly, only to be fed by the very crystals Myranda was trying to deal with. 

	The black energy kicked up a wake of mist as it crackled through the air. Myranda raised the staff and found it more than able to deflect the attacks.

	Volley after volley of D'karon magic splashed against the stolen staff--but, if anything, it was merely delaying the inevitable. The crystals would give way before long if something was not done. Myranda cast a glance she could not afford at Ivy, who strode casually along a floor that was now wholly hidden beneath a lightly shifting black mist. She seemed unconcerned with the destructive bursts of magic that lurched in wild deflections across the throne room-turned-battlefield.

	The lapse in Myranda’s attention let a swath of magic through her defenses. It passed through her. A simultaneous agony of the body and soul burned at her, but she wrestled it from her mind and managed to block the follow-up attack. Now Ivy was beside her.

	"See to it that nothing happens to Aneriana," Ivy ordered.

	Before Myranda could object, or even agree, Ivy was in front of her. A pair of spells that would have put Myranda on her knees clashed against Ivy. Rather than passing through her, they seemed to curl and scatter. A third seemed to wrap around her, blending with fur that was now more black than white. 

	Finally, she stopped. Once again the mist swirled up, swallowing the wizard even as he continued his assault. The spells continued to burst from the writhing clouds. A moment later, there was stillness. The mist dropped away. It left behind what looked to be a poorly embalmed cadaver left to the elements for a century. It crumbled to the ground in a dusty pile of gray bones, white skin, and black powder that may once have been blood.

	A sound like crackling ice drew Myranda's attention. A sound like scratching claws drew Ivy's. As the girl tried to find something in the staff's arsenal that could buy them some time, she saw a fleeting glimpse of Ivy's eyes. The bright, lively, innocent pink eyes were replaced with a cold, determined violet mockery of them. The eyes locked on the watcher as it scrabbled along the high ceiling to a window. The mere gaze was enough to prompt a choked-off squeal of pain from the creature. A moment later, it fell to the ground, causing a ripple in the settled mist before striking the ground as a dry, shrived husk.

	Myranda drew up as much as she could of the power that surged dangerously around her and heaved it at the door. The staff, powerful though it was, simply could not burn enough energy quickly enough to unravel the locking spell, let alone empty the crystals. As a shaft of light burst from a crystal, Myranda turned in a blur of motion and focused the staff's efforts on holding it together. Another crystal got the same treatment, then another. The only thing standing between the castle and its utter demolition was the struggling will of the Chosen.

	"Ivy . . . the door. You have to get it open . . . I can't . . . hold this for very long," Myranda pleaded.

	"My work is not through here," came a voice as cold and hollow as a crypt.

	The black-as-night form of what had once been Ivy stood before the final door. The wood crumbled to dust. The form inside looked up, as though the light that now poured into its chamber brought with it a long-missing spark of life. What she saw was a man, young, but already scarred with the remnants of many battles. He wore armor that was twisted and damaged. His eyes had the same distant, empty stare as the woman who even now stood in the center of the room. Deep inside them, though, was the tiniest flicker of wisdom.

	Myranda wove her will with that of the staff, lending as much as she could spare to the weapon's mystic influence. As she did, its secrets began to unfold. She could feel the texture of the spell, see the runes that would coax it from a page, feel the thoughts that had created it. Slowly, she traced it to its roots, the fragment that somehow allowed it to draw its strength from the crystals. The rest of the threads of magic drew back to reveal it. 

	Quickly, she crafted a spell of her own that incorporated the stolen technique. A shimmering shield flashed into existence, forming a dome over the crystals. She gave her aching spirit a moment's rest. The shield held, but a shudder as a crystal splashed its contents against it assured the young wizard that it wouldn't hold for long. She turned to Ivy, knowing that now was the last chance to escape.

	One last time, the black mist rushed in around the work of Demont. It twisted and roiled about the armor-clad form. A hand reached out from among the mist and grasped the hilt of the Sword of the Chosen. Instantly, the mist was swept away. He raised the sword defensively. Ivy grasped the blade, oblivious to the razor-sharp edge, and attempted to wrench it from his grasp. There was a glimmer of awakening magic and an intense sensation that had been felt only once before shot down Ivy's arm. She cried out in pain.

	The voice seemed wrong coming out of the dark embodiment of malice. It was Ivy's own, riddled with agony and fear. Myranda looked to the fifth product of Demont's meddling. The image drove itself deep into her memory. She'd seen him before, though never his face. His was the soul that had selected her for this quest. His was the sword that had brought her such trouble. His were the rations that saved her life that night. Somehow, the swordsman that she'd found dead in the field so long ago stood before her now, alive.

	A wave of brilliant gold light swept outward from the point where sword had touched flesh. It draped itself along the weapon, and along Ivy's arm. The creature, squealing in pain and a look of desperation in her eyes, released the weapon and rushed backward. The light continued along her arm, leaving white fur where black had been. She dropped to her knees on the now-mist-free floor and clutched at her chest as the Mark burned at her.

	As the wave of gold reached the flesh of the swordsman, he grimaced in pain as well. A network of black lines that formed intricate strings of runes shone a brilliant blood-red. Enhancements, alterations, and other manipulations left by Demont reacted with the wave of divine energy. Thoughts and commands implanted by the D'karon generals burned and sizzled in his mind. That which was D'karon and that which was Chosen battled each other. Soon he was little more than a mass of shifting mystical lights in the shape of a man.

	Ivy struggled to her feet. The burning was slowly dropping away, and she was once again herself. Her crimes against the Mark had been minor. She'd approached the swordsman, a fellow Chosen, in battle with hatred in her heart and every intention to kill him. Perhaps another day such an act would have drawn a far greater price, but there was precious little left of what the gods had intended in that warrior. Now the man who would have been the leader of the divine warriors was receiving a punishment that his slumber of death had spared him. Much of his mind, body, and soul were now replaced with D'karon. The Mark would not allow that. It burned at him, rendering away the tainted parts at the expense of the rest.

	Ivy backed away unsteadily as she watched the swordsman consumed by the same divine fire that had destroyed Trigorah. Myranda rushed to her. The confused creature, recovering from the emotion that had seized control, looked desperately to Myranda for some sort of reassurance, but the wizard had none to give. A threatening glow on the other side of the room drew their attention.

	The barrier Myranda had erected around the crystals had been intended to keep their power in, not to keep them from absorbing more. It was an oversight she might not live to regret. The mist may have been dispelled, but in the brilliant spectacle of the Mark's wrath, they had found a far greater meal. Another crystal burst.

	It was one more blast than the weakened floor could stand. Ancient and decrepit stones, made more so by Ivy's mist, finally shattered, spilling the whole of the mound of crystals and a fair amount of the throne room onto whatever recesses lie below. Myranda could only spare a moment's glance into the widening hole, but what she saw chilled her: shadowy, vaguely human forms, bathed in the blue light of the fallen gems. She could not be certain, but it seemed that they were incomplete . . . as though they were in the process of being assembled. As the edge of the hole crept closer, she knew that this was a concern for another day. She grabbed Ivy and rushed to the door.

	"What are we going to do!?" Ivy begged.

	Myranda looked over the heavy wooden portal. The spell sealing it had been weakened, but not nearly as much as the door itself had been. The lowest portion of the door was little more than sparse splinters held together by dusty gray fibers of wood. She gave it a kick and nearly half of the door dropped away in a rush of powder. Ivy did not need to be told what to do next. She scrambled underneath, poking her head back to urge Myranda to do the same. The young wizard lingered for a moment.

	The light coruscating over the body of the swordsman was different now. It seemed darker, mixed with something less pure. And it wasn't weakening. The man's face was lost in a pool of light, but somehow she knew that if she could see it, it would be riddled with conflict, as though the D'karon part of him was actively resisting the divine power . . . or, worse, feeding on it. 

	She looked to the human Ivy had called Aneriana. A flicker of understanding . . . of purpose came to her eyes. She turned to the swirling mass of energy. It brandished the weapon, now somehow in control despite the turmoil that consumed it. Myranda slipped under the door as the pair rushed toward each other. The force from the clash, even from the other side of the wall, was enough to stagger the two heroes.

	"Is she going to be all right?" Ivy asked, worry in her voice.

	"She's bought us a precious few moments; we can't afford to waste a single one!" Myranda said, leading Ivy quickly forward.

	Myranda retraced her path through the castle's halls, Ivy close behind. Every few moments, something between an explosion and an earthquake would shake the very walls, but they did not slow. Finally, they reached the entry hall. Ivy's eyes widened at the sight of Myn. The massive creature was bracing the shreds of what had once been a mighty door. Now it was little more than a collection of splintered holes through which the weapons of countless nearmen clashed and clanged.

	"Is . . . is that . . ." Ivy asked, slow to believe that this great creature could possibly be the little one she'd known.

	She drew in a deep breath. Her nose wouldn't lie.

	"It is!" she cried, rushing to the dragon and throwing her arms about the creature's neck. "How could she be alive!? What happened?"

	"I'll explain later, just get on!" Myranda cried.

	Ivy hastily obeyed, hopping onto Myn's back right behind Myranda. Without a word from Myranda, Myn knew what to do. She backed away and crouched like a coiled spring. The ailing door gave way moments later, and a flood of soldiers were met instantly with a massive beast cannoning out against them. They were easily tossed aside and, after a few wading strides through the throng of attackers, Myn thrust herself into the air. 

	Myranda again devoted her mind to deflecting the thick volleys of arrows that hissed toward them. So taxing was the task that she was only vaguely aware of the tightening grip Ivy had on her waist.

	"Is she . . . are we . . ." Ivy managed to gasp before fear took her words away.

	The sight of the shrinking landscape beneath her burned her mind with fear. Only when they were out of bow range did Myranda notice that Ivy’s arms were wrapped painfully tight about her. She turned to see a brilliant blue aura and an unmistakable look of still-mounting fear in her eyes. 

	Myranda forced sleep upon the terrified creature, and not a moment too soon, as the crystals within the castle finally reached their breaking point all at once. The force from the blast was like nothing Myranda had ever felt. Even from so far above, the rushing wind and crackling energy rattled the heroes, knocking the now-limp Ivy from her perch atop Myn. The dragon skillfully plucked up the plummeting form and wrapped Ivy in her tail for safe transport. Once Myranda was sure that Ivy was no longer in danger, she turned back to the spectacle, which raged on still. Brilliant columns of azure fire billowed amid a haze of blinding white light. What had once been the castle of her great land was now a settling cloud of shattered debris. Whole arches soared through the air. Ramparts crashed to earth, demolishing already-ruined buildings.

	The sight should have stirred memories of the massacre, surges of guilt that she'd caused this destruction in the place of her birth, or any number of other emotions. Anyone present could have explained why it didn't. In the presence of such power, such chaos, there was simply no room for it in one's mind. Watching the landscape shudder. Seeing trees bend aside like grass in a breeze. Feeling the searing heat from hundreds of feet away. Feeling the rumbling roar in one's chest long after it had robbed the ears of their hearing. There was simply no time for thought or remembrance. It was all washed away in a tide of awe. 

	It was a long moment before Myranda and Myn had the presence of mind to make their escape--but when they did, it was with a speed none who would pursue them could hope to match.

	 


Chapter 18

	Myranda made a brief attempt to locate her next target, but her head was still swimming after the ordeal. Instead, she used the flight to gather her mind. She directed Myn vaguely north and east. There was no telling where the others were, save the fact that they were in the north. If she kept to the center of the Northern Alliance, she at least would not be far. 

	With the power that had forced its way into her mind during the search spent, Myranda finally felt the night air in all of its painful chill. She sifted through the enchantments contained within her stolen staff, but it came as no surprise when no spell that could bring her comfort presented itself. It was meant to be wielded by a nearman, and they didn't seem to suffer from any of the effects of cold, or hunger, or fatigue. Myranda dipped into her own quavering spirit and cast a warming spell. Periodically, Myn would huff a flame that sent a surge of heat through her veins. The creature did so in a practiced manner, so that only the merest whisper of light left her mouth.

	Now that the cold was dealt with, and hunger was a nagging concern at best, Myranda was left with the unfortunate task of sorting through the images that she'd been forced to thrust aside in the rush of battle. Those new buildings she'd seen in Kenvard. They were D'karon, that was certain. The D'karon had a way of stripping the soul from things, leaving behind only what was needed to perform the task. The thin smoke and vile smell that she'd encountered matched that of Demont's fort perfectly. That had been a place where the horrid beasts she'd encountered were manufactured. So then Kenvard must have served as a source for them. The brief flash of the catacombs beneath the castle forced its way to her mind. Nearmen, half-completed, had stood in countless rows. The abominations had to be made somewhere. Kenvard must have been that place. Her stomach churned at the thought. They had extinguished the whole of a city, killed all of its people, and for what? To craft shallow replicas? To produce lumber to be cast into the flames of war to keep them burning?

	There was another reason, though: to get Ivy. Myranda looked back to the sleeping form of her friend. She'd behaved very strangely when the woman had stepped from behind the third door. Ivy had recognized her. Even more strangely, she had claimed that the woman looked "too old." And after the hate had taken her over, she remained concerned with the human's safety, calling her by name, Aneriana. 

	The name echoed deep into Myranda's memories, taking her back to the days in Kenvard. Aneriana was indeed a name she'd heard often. It was certainly the name of a talented young girl that her mother had taught. It was Ivy's true name, the person she had been before the D'karon had claimed her.

	Questions boiled in Myranda's mind. What had happened to Aneriana in the years since her soul was stolen? What had Demont done to her? What had he planned to do? And how was it that even without her soul she'd been able to stand up to the swordsman's raging chaotic form? For that matter, how had she known that she should? And what of the swordsman? What had been happening to him? How had they managed to bring him back? 

	If anyone had any answers, it was the D'karon. There may as well have been no answers at all. Knowing that only made the flames burn brighter in her mind.

	The clouds above began to lighten. Myranda looked over the landscape sprawling beneath them. There was no sufficiently dense stand of trees to hide them for the day, and after the commotion they'd stirred up, it was suicide to remain in the open. 

	Finally, finding no better solution, Myranda guided Myn to a rundown barn a short distance from the edge of a small lake. After a glance inside to find it mostly empty, Myn cautiously slaked her thirst at the lakeside before slipping inside, keeping a watchful eye on the frosty surface. The dragon settled down and scooped both Ivy and Myranda into her embrace. Wrapped in the warmth of her friend and exhausted from the day's trials, Myranda slipped quickly into a deep sleep. Myn followed suit.

	The short day was half over before Ivy, forced into sleep for the duration of the journey, finally awoke. She felt refreshed, and for the moment was mercifully free of her memories of the confrontation in the throne room. After a brief feeling of panic upon finding herself in the clutches of a dragon, she realized she was among friends. A careful, tricky bit of maneuvering extricated her from Myn's grasp and she stretched her sore muscles. She had a quick look over the dusty, disused barn, then turned to Myn. It was the first good look she'd had at the dragon since she'd returned. Myn was enormous now. A real dragon, not the baby she remembered. At the same time, though, everything she remembered remained. The same ruby hues. The same graceful lines. It was still Myn, still familiar, just tenfold the power, and tenfold the majesty.

	Slowly, Myn became aware, even in her sleep, that part of her precious cargo was missing. Her golden eyes opened and settled quickly on Ivy, who beamed a broad grin and carefully stepped in to wrap Myn's neck in a tight embrace and plant a kiss on her cheek. After lavishing affection for a few moments more, Ivy stepped back and put a finger to her lips, pointing at the slumbering Myranda. Myn gripped the sleeping wizard a bit tighter and watched Ivy with interest as the malthrope prowled about the barn once more, rubbing her stomach absentmindedly as she went.

	Ivy frowned at an empty burlap sack and poked about in a few crates she found. She was hungry. More than hungry, she was starving. They'd offered little in the way of food while she hung from the chains in the castle, too fearful of loosening even a single one to feed her. Now her grumbling stomach urged her to rummage ever deeper into the recesses of the barn. She turned up a few half-frozen potatoes and a head or two of cabbage that had held up fairly well. She tossed the potatoes to Myn, who snapped them up gratefully. After carefully setting aside half of what she'd found for Myranda, Ivy made quick work of the rest. It was hardly enough to satisfy her. She looked longingly at Myranda's share, but shook the thoughts away. Her eyes shifted to Myn. The dragon would probably be able to hunt something down, but she'd have to wake Myranda, and the two had done enough for her already. 

	She sniffed at the air. There was something better nearby. Much better . . . 

	She fairly floated to the door of the barn to get another whiff. The smell was heavenly. Sweet and spicy and warm all at once. A small voice in her head echoed warnings to stay out of sight, but another smell silenced it quickly. She would be fast, she would be sure that she was not seen. She'd watched Lain move. It would be easy.

	"You stay here. I'll be right back," Ivy mouthed silently, amid exaggerated gestures.

	With that she was off, dashing out the door and across the open field outside toward the lone farmhouse nearby. Myn shifted uneasily, craning her neck in attempts to peek outside. When she failed to do so, she carefully released Myranda and got to her feet, sidling to the doors and gazing out through the gap between. She glanced at the sleeping human, then back at the retreating form, shuffling nervously. It wasn't long before the anxious fidgeting was enough to wake Myranda. She looked about groggily. The expression of anxiety on the dragon's face, coupled with Ivy's conspicuous absence brought her to full wakefulness in a flash.

	"Where is she?" Myranda asked sternly.

	Myn looked again to the door. Myranda rushed to it, peering out just in time to see Ivy disappear into the farmhouse across the field.

	"She knows better than that!" Myranda snapped.

	She pulled open the door and stepped outside.

	"You stay here. Don't leave unless you absolutely have to," Myranda warned before rushing after Ivy.

	It was broad daylight and the field was level. There was no way to avoid being seen by any prying eyes that might turn her way. The crops offered nothing in the way of cover, either, as the field was planted with potatoes on one side and cabbages on the other. The two vegetables were virtually the only ones that would grow in the northern soil, and varieties that would grow any time the ground wasn't frozen solid were the only reason most northerners hadn't starved long ago. In the past, she'd wished there were more wheat fields so that there would be more bread. She'd never thought she would long for the cover that they could provide.

	She reached the farmhouse. It was a humble place, somewhat rundown, with two floors. The door was slightly open. For a moment, she considered sifting though her repertoire of spells for something that might help her to remain unseen, but by now the damage was done. The only thing that could help now was speed. She carefully pushed the door wide enough to slip inside. Instantly, there was a gasp.

	The whole of the first floor was one large room, centered around a well-stoked fireplace. Cowering behind a cupboard against one wall was a young woman who looked worn well beyond her years. Her eyes were locked on Myranda. Ivy looked up. She'd been hunched over a baking dish on the table, in the process of licking it clean. Her face was covered with its former contents, and bore a look of disappointment.

	"Oh, you're awake. I was hoping I could get back without disturbing you," Ivy said, as though she'd done nothing worse than nudge Myranda in her sleep.

	"Ivy, we need to leave--now," Myranda scolded.

	"I know, but you have to try some of this first. It is called cobbler, and it is the best thing in the world. I finished this one, but she said we can have the other one, too," Ivy said.

	"Yes, yes! Take anything you want, just leave!" the woman cried.

	Ivy stood and tried to remove a second baking dish from over the fire, touching it gingerly with her fingers before giving up.

	"There must be a tool or something for this, right?" Ivy asked, looking about for the offending item.

	"Ivy, leave it," Myranda urged again, stepping inside and closing the door. "We have to--"

	"Oh, look. She has one of those!" Ivy said, picking up one of the posters the Undermine had been tearing down.

	That explained why the woman was just as frightened of Myranda as Ivy. She knew who they were. Myranda looked to the woman, who reacted to the gaze as one might to a raised weapon.

	"Please! I swear to you, I will not tell a soul. Just don't hurt me! I am the only one here! No one ever has to know," she hurriedly assured.

	"We do not mean you any harm. We just--" Myranda attempted to explain, only to be interrupted again.

	"You aren't the only one here," Ivy said, sniffing the air. "There's someone upstairs."

	The woman's eyes shot open.

	"No! Please! Leave my father be! He is very ill! He's no threat to you! And without me he will die!" she begged, dropping to her knees.

	"Ill? What is wrong with him?" Myranda asked.

	"Please, please," the woman sobbed. "We've done nothing to you."

	"No, you can tell her. She heals people," Ivy explained offhandedly, looking over the poster critically.

	"I may be able to help him," Myranda offered.

	"You . . ." she began, her eyes flashing with hope before distrust rushed back in. "You just leave him be."

	"Very well," Myranda said. "Quickly, Ivy."

	"But the cobbler!" she objected.

	"Leave it," Myranda said sternly.

	Ivy slouched and reluctantly followed as Myranda opened the door and moved quickly outside. They had gotten only a few steps into the icy field when the door was pulled open.

	"Wait," the woman cried.

	The heroes turned.

	"Can you . . . can you really help him?" she asked in a shaky voice.

	"I can try," Myranda said.

	The woman opened the door. Myranda and Ivy entered.

	"I knew you'd come to your senses," Ivy said, picking up the poster again and taking a seat at the table.

	Myranda was led up the stairs to the second floor. The steps were practically worn through by worried footsteps. At the top, she found a number of doors. Behind one was a bedroom. A thin old man lay in a bed that clearly had not been empty in weeks. He was at death's door. His skin was gaunt, a sickly gray. Beads of sweat rolled down his face and dampened the sheets. The smell of illness permeated the air. At their approach, his face turned weakly to them, clouded gray eyes staring past them.

	"It started a month ago," the woman said, nervously. "He was--"

	"Working by the lake," Myranda surmised.

	"How did you know?" she asked.

	Myranda pulled aside the blanket slightly and lifted his arm. It was wiry, but even shriveled by sickness as it was, it seemed like it could pull a stump from the ground. She turned his hand. Nothing. She picked up the other. Nothing. Finally, she uncovered his feet. Sure enough, across the ball of his foot was a hair-thin black scar. The woman's tears began anew at the sight of it.

	"It isn't . . ." she gasped.

	Myranda nodded. Residents of the north knew it well. There was a plant called the cutleaf. It had broad leaves with hard, thin, upturned edges. It grew only near water, and was very rare, but it hadn't always been. For years, people who worked the land had been trying to kill them off. The edges carried a powerful toxin. Even a few drops of it just under the skin was more than enough to ensure a withering death. The vision faded, strength was sapped away. The appetite vanished, and finally a burning fever set in. It was a terrible, slow, and certain way to die. As a child, she'd heard the lecture a thousand times. Watch for them just beneath the ice, and if you aren't sure, stay away. In the winter, the leaves would freeze, the ridges standing straight with a cruelly sharp edge. The larger plants could easily slice through the sole of a boot. It was likely what had happened to the poor soul before her. 

	The woman was beside herself with despair. Myranda placed a hand on her shoulder.

	"What is your name?" she asked.

	"Sandra," the woman managed between sobs.

	"Sandra, I am going to try to help him, but it will take some time, and a great deal of concentration. If you will leave me to my work, I give you my word that if he can be saved, he will be," Myranda said earnestly.

	"I won't leave him," she answered with resolve.

	"Very well," Myranda replied.

	In the rare and brief discussions she'd had with the healers of Entwell, cutleaf poisoning had come up more than once. To many, it was considered one of the most difficult maladies to cure. The poison nestled itself deep in the body of the victim, soaking into every tissue. As she searched with her mind for the toxin, it appeared in her mind's eye as a thin haze across his entire body. It clung to him, entwined with the very fibers of his being. 

	Myranda knelt and put her mind to the task. Immediately, she saw why it was so great a challenge. Separating the poison from his flesh was infinitely more complex than any of the tests she'd had to endure in Entwell. If there was a spell to do it, she did not know it. That meant she would have to do so consciously. There could not have been more than a drop of the vile stuff in his entire body, and it slipped easily from her will and settled back each time her concentration wavered even slightly. She had to move all of it, and all at once, without doing any further damage. It had to move against the flow of blood here, with the flow of blood there, never mixing. Progress was slow and painstaking.

	After a few minutes, the elderly man had stirred once or twice. Myranda managed to allow for it, but the sight had brought hope to Sandra, who grasped at Myranda's shoulders encouragingly. It broke her concentration and cost her a great deal of ground. When it happened a third time, Myranda's frustrated sigh convinced Sandra she would serve her father better elsewhere. She slowly descended the stairs.

	Ivy was rummaging through a cabinet. Seeing her host, she stopped and smiled sheepishly.

	"I'm sorry. I was, um, looking for something. I don't mean to overstep my bounds. How is it going up there?" she asked.

	"I am not sure. But she is trying," Sandra said, giving Ivy a wide berth as she made her way to the table.

	"She'll do it. She can do anything. We are the Chosen, you know," Ivy said with pride.

	Sandra's eyes rested unsteadily on the poster. The woman upstairs had earned a slice of her trust, but this creature was another matter. She was a beast, a malthrope. Even if the Alliance Army had not marked her as an enemy of the state, she would have been terrified. They were murderers, thieves, and worse. She looked up to find that the monster was standing right beside her, looking over the poster again.

	"It is an awful picture, isn't it? Look at me. So lifeless. So bland," Ivy said with a frown.

	Sandra slid her chair away a bit and locked her eyes on Ivy.

	"It does the job," Sandra said.

	"That it most certainly does not!" Ivy objected, her raised voice startling the woman, who pressed back into her chair. "Art is supposed to tell a story. It is supposed to be a piece of the soul that created it. Art is supposed to be alive, vibrant. It is supposed to speak directly to the spirit. To say things words alone could never say. Art is the essence of being. This just looks like something. This is just a picture. It is a shame."

	Her words had carried a passion of which Sandra hadn't thought a beast of her ilk was capable. She ventured a peek into the crude, animal eyes and found them bright and friendly. It didn't mean anything. She'd managed to survive this long, she must know all sorts of tricks to lower people's defenses. The childishness was an act. She would not be fooled by this beast. As the eyes stared questioningly into hers, Sandra felt a nervousness at the deepening silence growing in the pit of her stomach.

	"What was it that you were looking for?" she asked, eager for something to push the silence back.

	"Well, um . . ." Ivy began, looking down at the floor as she spoke. "I realize you just offered us whatever we wanted because you were afraid of us but . . . I need something to eat. Rather a lot, actually."

	She was standing self-consciously, her hands clutched behind her back. She was ashamed that she'd scared this woman so. It was something of a reversal for her, and knowing how terrible fear could be filled her face with hot shame and embarrassment.

	"The cobbler wasn't enough for you?" Sandra replied, somewhat accusingly.

	"Oh, it was wonderful! But even if you are willing to part with the other one, it is for my friend. She hasn't had one yet. This food isn't even for me, though," Ivy explained. "It is for Myn."

	"Myn? I . . . I thought the woman's name was Myranda," she said, casting her eyes again at the poster and scanning it for the name.

	"Eh? Oh, no," Ivy replied, smiling and shaking her head. "No, Myn is still outside. She's the dragon in your barn."

	Sandra drew in a sharp breath and held it. She could not have truly said that. No one could say such a thing in so casual a manner.

	"D-dragon?" she ventured.

	"Mm-hm!" Ivy said with a bright nod. "She must be hungrier than I am, because she flew here. So, well, there's only one thing around here that she'd eat, and it happens to be one of her favorites."

	The color dropped from Sandra's face. Everyone knew what dragons ate. It was the subject of nearly as many tales as the malthropes. Tall towers. Deep caves. Always with a dragon. Always awaiting an offering to satisfy their hunger. She swallowed hard.

	"P-please . . ." she began.

	"It isn't so much to ask, I don't think," Ivy offered, fearful of being turned down. "Myranda is helping your father. It is the least you can do in return."

	"I . . ." she began.

	"Look, it won't take a moment. We can head out there together," the creature offered, perking up at a thought that might tip the bargain in her favor. "You can feed her!"

	Sandra tried to swallow again, but her mouth had gone dry. She was backing away slowly.

	"There's got to be some other way . . ." she croaked hoarsely.

	"But Myn always is so much easier to get along with if you give her a treat. I'm sure she'll like you after she gets a taste," Ivy added desperately.

	"I'm quite sure she will, too," Sandra whispered.

	"It's settled then. Where do you keep your potatoes?" Ivy said with relief.

	"But . . . potatoes?" she asked, so disoriented that she nearly lost her balance.

	Ivy rushed in to steady her.

	"Easy there. Yes, potatoes. What did you think I meant? Cabbage?" she asked.

	"But dragons don't eat potatoes," Sandra objected, for the moment forgetting what the alternative was.

	"Not as a rule, I suppose, but Myn loves them. Can't get enough, really. Come on, you must have bags and bags of them around here. She will be beside herself!" Ivy chirped, positively--and literally--aglow with the thought of Myn's reaction.

	Sandra's eyes widened and she backed away from the faint but undeniable golden light. Sorcery as well? What was this creature who spoke such madness? 

	Ivy recognized the fear in her eyes and quickly surmised what was causing it. The renewed shame quickly wiped the joy away, and with it the glow.

	"I can explain. It wasn't anything dangerous! Oh . . . I'm making a mess of this," Ivy began, tears welling in her eyes.

	She gritted her teeth and forced the tears away, absentmindedly rubbing at her wrists.

	"Look. I . . . do you have something that can get these off?" Ivy asked, defeated. "Their edges are very sharp, and they burn a little. I think if I could get rid of them, I might be able to think a little better. Maybe then I could stop botching things so badly." 

	Sandra's eyes drifted to the crystalline shackles. The wrists beneath them were badly cut, white fur stained with blood. There was a similar shackle on each ankle, and another on her neck, each similarly injured. Ivy was rubbing a particularly reddened bit of her wrist with her thumb and wincing. Against all of her instincts, Sandra felt a twinge of pity.

	"Why are you wearing them?" she asked.

	"Ask the army. They put them there," Ivy replied glumly.

	"Then I think they ought to stay," Sandra replied, aghast at how fiendish she felt for saying it.

	Ivy slumped against the wall and slid to the floor, huffing a dejected sigh and nodding. She rubbed at the tender skin under the shackles some more. While she was distracted, it didn't bother her so much, but the sadness and stillness made the wounds itch horribly. 

	As she did, Sandra watched her. It was a pathetic sight. Slowly, she felt her revulsion weaken, turning steadily to pity. She tried to remain resolute in her hate, but she couldn't help it. She felt sad to see the creature this way. Even a monster didn't deserve this.

	"Don't pick at it. I may have something," Sandra relented, standing and heading for a cabinet. After a bit of digging, she produced a small hammer.

	Ivy's eyes perked up as she was offered the tool. She grasped it, and after hesitating for a moment, Sandra let go.

	"Thank you so much. Yes, this should work. It is really very nice of you," Ivy gushed, crossing her legs to press the ankle cuffs against the floor.

	She raised the hammer slightly, but stopped.

	"You don't suppose the noise will bother Myranda, do you? I wouldn't want that," she said.

	"It is an old house with thick floors. Just be quick about it," Sandra replied, a nagging doubt in her mind begging her to take back the weapon she'd just provided to this monster.

	Ivy raised the tool and dropped it with a good deal more force than was warranted. The crystal shattered into dozens of shards, and the hammer continued down onto her ankle. She clenched her teeth and fist until the pain subsided, then ventured a glimpse at her ankle. It was rather bloodier than it had been before, but not much worse. She shifted, and broke the second shackle with a bit more care. Another blow took away one wrist cuff. By the time she broke the other wrist free, she'd managed to break it into two neat pieces. Finally, there was the collar. Try as she might, she could not maneuver herself into a position to break it easily. After a few attempts that resulted in little more than bruises, she looked to Sandra.

	The young woman had been watching through the corner of squinted, half-turned-away eyes. A part of her was terrified of what Ivy might do to her. Another part was terrified of what Ivy might do to herself. She was caught somewhere between feeling as though she'd given a weapon to a maniac and feeling as though she'd given it to a child.

	"I can't quite manage the neck. Um . . . could you?" Ivy asked, holding out the hammer hopefully.

	Sandra took it slowly. No sooner had she done so than Ivy placed her head down across the edge of the table, pressing down so that the collar stood upward slightly. The young woman looked nervously at the beast that, for the life of her, looked to be offering herself up for execution. She hefted the hammer in her hands. The voices of suspicion rose well above the voices of compassion. They screamed for her to take this opportunity, no doubt the best she would ever have, to end this creature now. One sharp blow would be enough to knock the beast cold. After that, it would be easy enough to end it.

	She looked down at the creature, eyes shut tight and hands braced about the leg of the table. Not a hint of fear, not a dash of suspicion, just bracing for the blow she trusted would take this last remnant of her bonds away. Sandra looked at the neck beneath the cracked collar. It was raw, the white fur stained a dozen shades of red. It must hurt terribly. She looked over the creature. There were no weapons, no armor. The clothing was ratty and worn. If this was a fiend, surely it would be armed. If it was a trickster, surely it would be better dressed. Sandra took a deep breath and raised the hammer.

	Myranda appeared at the top of the stairs in time to see it fall. The rough metal head clanked against the crystal band, feathering it with fresh fractures and knocking a flake or two free. Ivy opened her eyes and tested the damage with her fingers.

	"I think that'll do it," she said, gripping it and pulling it apart with ease.

	"Sandra . . ." Myranda called from the top of the stairs.

	The young woman's eyes shot to the voice from above. Myranda had looked weary before. Now she looked dead on her feet. Sandra was by her side in a heartbeat, skipping most of the stairs on the way up. She pushed past and burst into her father’s room. The difference was like night and day. The color had come back to his face. She placed the back of her hand on his head and found the deathly burn of the fever virtually gone. His eyes were hazy, but active. They focused on her briefly before closing.

	"Is he . . ." Sandra squeezed past the knot in her throat.

	"He is going to sleep for some time. His strength is going to return slowly. It may be a few weeks before he is himself again, but he is going to be fine," the wizard explained.

	All of the grief, pain, worry, and sorrow burst from Sandra in a torrent of joyful laughter and tears. She threw her arms about Myranda, nearly knocking them both to the ground. Years seemed to uncoil themselves from about her. Life returned to her teary eyes. She stood back and tried to find the words to thank Myranda, but nothing would make its way to her mouth but more sobbing laughter. Ivy appeared at the top of the steps. Sandra turned to her and rushed forward, embracing her. She didn't see a monster anymore. This saint that saved her father's life would not allow a monster to be by her side. There were only friends here. There were only heroes.

	"How can I ever thank you!?" Sandra exclaimed when the emotion finally began to subside.

	"No thanks necessary. I am just glad I could help," Myranda answered.

	"No, no. I won't hear it. Look at you. You need clothes. You need food. You need rest. Here, my bed is just in the other room. Go, sleep," Sandra said, leading the wobbly healer through a door.

	"I really couldn't. We've too much to do. I wouldn't dream of putting you in that kind of danger," Myranda replied, trying her best not to look longingly at the bed.

	"There is no one for half a day in any direction. Sleep. I owe you that at least," she urged.

	It took a bit more insistence, but Myranda finally relented, dropping into sleep almost the instant her head met the rare luxury of a pillow.

	"Now what can I do for you? Anything! And not because I am afraid," Sandra said, her eyes looking upon Ivy as if for the first time.

	"Really? Well, if you are going to make food for Myranda, I could use a bit more for myself. And there are the potatoes for Myn," Ivy hazarded.

	"Oh . . . oh, yes, yes. The dragon. We shall see to it she has all she can eat. That is the one item I can offer an abundance of," Sandra said.

	A moment later Ivy was following a bundled-up Sandra down into the cellar. A dusty bag bulging with potatoes was hefted onto Ivy's shoulder and the pair made off toward the barn. After pausing only briefly at the door, Sandra pushed it aside. Had Ivy been thinking, she would have asked to enter first. The sight of an unfamiliar human stirred the anxiously waiting dragon quickly to her feet in a blur of motion that would have startled the steadiest of minds.

	Myn looked at Sandra with the deep stare that a predator reserves for its prey, dark thoughts of what this stranger may have done to the others fueling a primal fire--a fire that would have burst forth had Ivy not teetered into view with a bag that had the dry, starchy smell of that rarest of treats. The anger dropped away, but not the suspicion. The enormous eyes locked themselves on Sandra, who would swear that the gaze was cutting straight through her. Ivy fumbled the bag open and thrust some of the contents into the shaking hands of her host.

	A look of hunger that did little to ease Sandra's paralyzed nerves came across Myn's face. She edged closer to the human who stood transfixed by the gaze. When she was near enough, the forked tongue slipped from her mouth and deftly plucked the treats from her trembling grip. After savoring the all-too-brief flavor, she looked expectantly at her host, who hurriedly held the bag open. The bag was empty in moments, a look of satisfaction rolling over the surprisingly expressive face of the beast. The massive head lowered down to the ground and slid forward until it was directly in front of Sandra.

	"She wants you to scratch her head," Ivy whispered.

	After a few moments of convincing her unwilling limbs, she managed to do so. She was rewarded with a rumbling from deep within the dragon. In another creature, it might have been a purr. The bone-rattling sound rose to a crescendo as she found her way to a very precise place above Myn's eyes. When Sandra was through, Myn lifted her head, gave one more glance, and retreated to the center of the barn to settle down comfortably again.

	When her heart stopped pounding, Sandra turned to Ivy. "There must be a story behind all of this!"

	 


Chapter 19

	Myranda pulled herself reluctantly from the bed. At the edge of the shrouded window was the dying light of the day. They would have to be on their way again. She fumbled about in the dark and unfamiliar room until she found the door, opening it to be greeted by the warm, inviting smell of food simmering below. As she made her way down the stairs, she found Ivy and Sandra chatting at the table like old friends. Set out on the table was by no means a feast, but as the first meal she'd seen in ages that wasn't hastily cooked over a meager flame or served by guards, it was perfect.

	"You really didn't have to--" Myranda began.

	"Oh, hush. I've heard the whole story. I'm not sure I believe all of it . . ." Sandra began.

	"Hey!" Ivy objected.

	". . . but I certainly don't believe everything the Alliance has said either," she continued. "I don't know if you are the Chosen or a group of traitors, but you have done something for me that even the Alliance Army couldn't. For that, at least, I owe you the benefit of the doubt. And a hot meal."

	A hot meal it was, and a good one. It featured things like fresh bread, wine, mugs, and plates. Things Myranda had forgotten were supposed to be a part of mealtime. She ate heartily, savoring the flavors as much as she could. It might be the last real meal she would have for some time. As she ate, she and Sandra spoke.

	"You . . . you work with The Red Shadow," she said.

	"I do," Myranda admitted.

	"Then you are criminals," Sandra said gravely.

	"We do what we have to do. If that makes us criminals, so be it," Myranda said.

	"But he is a killer. Knowing what little I do about you, I cannot imagine you would willingly help him," Sandra said.

	"I cannot speak for what he has done in the past, but he is dedicated to the task at hand," Myranda explained.

	Sandra stared at her, considering the answer. Myranda took a final bite of the cobbler that had attracted Ivy to begin with. To taste such a divine concoction at a time like this made her feel like a prisoner eating her last meal.

	"Where will you go now?" she asked.

	"I've two . . . three more friends that I need to reunite with," Myranda said, Deacon flitting across her mind. "I will find them."

	"I . . . I cannot believe that I am saying this . . . but I wish you the best. I hope that you find your way to a solution that will spare our soil any more blood, and I hope that you find it soon. The north needs people like you. You have compassion. You are a healer. And the country is suffering," Sandra said.

	"I shall do my best," Myranda said, standing up from the table.

	Sandra also stood.

	"Before you go, at least take a cloak," Sandra insisted.

	She walked over to the hook upon which it hung. A cloud of dust billowed into the air as she shook it clean.

	"You've done so much already, I couldn't--" Myranda replied.

	"It belongs to my younger brother. He left for the front a few months ago. If giving it to you means he comes home to find it missing, I don't think I will mind the scolding," she said earnestly.

	Myranda took the garment from her and the two shared a hug. Sandra turned to Ivy.

	"Goodbye, Ivy. I am sorry for how I treated you," she said, opening her arms.

	Ivy pounced upon her, offering up a more enthusiastic hug than Sandra had been expecting.

	"It's okay. You didn't know any better. Sorry for scaring you," the playful creature said.

	"It is all right," Sandra assured her.

	With that, the two heroes set out, Sandra by their side. When they reached the doors, their host stopped them.

	"Myranda," Sandra said. "If they come to me, I will tell them you were here. I won't keep this a secret."

	"Do what you think is right. That is all we are doing," Myranda replied.

	Sandra pulled the doors open. Myn stood, her eyes filling with excitement and relief as her two friends appeared. Myranda offered a friendly scratch on the head. Myn offered a raspy tongue on the cheek in return. The dragon looked to Sandra with a vague look of recognition followed by a gaze that instantly made it clear to the farmer that she should be holding another bag of potatoes. Ivy scrambled onto Myn's back.

	"Are you sure you want to ride there? We will be flying again," Myranda warned.

	"I'll close my eyes. I don't want to be asleep if something happens," Ivy replied, wrapping her arms tightly about the dragon's neck.

	Myranda climbed atop Myn, taking her place just behind Ivy. Sandra stepped aside and held the doors open. A few powerful strides and one mighty leap later and the heroes were soaring into the crisp night air. In moments, the massive form was nothing more than the quiet flap of leathery wings. A moment later, even that was gone. 

	Sandra walked slowly back to her home. For the first time in months, the veil of sadness was gone. For the first time in years, she felt something else. Hope. 

	#

	High above the frozen ground, Ivy was clutching Myn tightly enough to make even a dragon take notice. She was trembling, her breath coming in swift, terrified hisses and leaving in quiet whimpers. A blue aura struggled every few moments to flicker to life, but Ivy managed to push the fear deeper inside.

	"Ivy, you need to calm down. Breathe slowly," Myranda urged.

	"I can't. I can't. How much longer? Say we're landing soon!" Ivy squealed in terror.

	"We will be flying all night. I'm not certain where we are headed yet," Myranda replied.

	Ivy responded with a louder whimper and a flash of blue.

	"Ivy. You are in no danger. Myn would never let you fall," Myranda said.

	The word "fall" shook Ivy, and she clenched her eyes even tighter. This would not do. It was true what she'd said earlier. If something happened, it was important she be awake--but to have her in abject terror would do no good at all.

	"Ivy, do you trust me?" Myranda asked.

	Ivy nodded stiffly.

	"And do you trust Myn?"

	She nodded again.

	"Then open your eyes," Myranda requested.

	"But . . ." Ivy objected.

	"Ivy . . . it will be all right," she said softly.

	Ivy braced herself and fought her eyes open, momentarily letting the fear through to the surface. She was greeted first with nothing. Just a cold, black abyss all around her. The flare of blue began to fade. Slowly, she gazed upward. The clouds were close. So close she felt as though she could touch them. The moon was nothing but a pale glow behind them. She looked down. Her head felt like it was spinning. It was the ground she was looking at, but she'd never imagined it would look like this. The fear fell far into the back of her mind, pushed aside by the very same sense of wonder and beauty that had struck Myranda on her first flight. She leaned aside to get a better look, then shifted quickly to see what the other side offered.

	"It's . . . beautiful," she whispered.

	Her wide eyes darted all over the spectacle, eager to take in as much as she could. The fear was still there, but it was tempered by exhilaration and discovery into something different. Something new. She turned her eyes to the clouds.

	"Can . . . can we go higher?" Ivy asked.

	"Well, Myn?" Myranda asked with a smile.

	The dragon angled herself toward the sky and started to climb. The clouds drew nearer, then suddenly the world vanished as they drifted inside. There was nothing but gray in all directions, and the tingle of suspended particles of ice danced across their skin. A few moments later, Myn emerged from the top, trailing a few streamers of mist behind her. She may as well have traveled to another world. Below them, the clouds stretched out as far as the eye could see, like a stormy gray sea with cresting waves frozen in place. Above was the sky. Not the dismal blanket with rare patches of starlight that Myranda knew as the sky, but the true sky. A field of stars, crystal-clear and sparkling. 

	Myranda had never looked upon a cloudless night sky, but she'd dreamed of it. Even her imagination paled in comparison to the jewel-studded eternity before her. And the moon. She'd thought she'd seen it before, but she'd been wrong. What she had seen could not be the same glorious, mottled, ivory disc that hung overhead. It was like polished marble, and it gleamed with a brilliance that seemed to rival the sun.

	Ivy's mouth hung open in awe, the dazzling sight sparkling in her eyes. Myranda was not blind to the beauty, but to Ivy it was so much more. Her keen eyes traced marvelous patterns on the moon's surface. Her mind, attuned to the finest nuances of art in all of its forms, was buzzing with inspiration. It was almost too much for her to bear.

	"I never could have dreamed of anything so wonderful . . ." Ivy managed in a hushed voice.

	Myranda reluctantly closed her eyes. She had a job to do. Now that Ivy was calm, it was time to choose a direction. Soaring through the icy sky on the back of a dragon would not have been her first choice as a place to meditate, but it would do. Myn was gliding smoothly and easily, and but for the rushing wind, she could not have asked for more tranquil surroundings. A night of proper rest and a decent meal had served her well. A staff in hand, even the D'karon one, was a help as well. She sifted over its enchantments one last time, hopeful of something that might help her find the others, and wary of something that might help the D'karon find her. Finding nothing she could identify as useful or dangerous, she set her mind to the task as she had before.

	The cold air and howling wind slowly drifted away as her concentration deepened. The galaxy of stars above vanished and a duplicate seemed to appear below as the tiny burning embers of the souls of her people revealed themselves to her. Briefly, she sought the others as she had before, but it soon proved itself fruitless. She reached into her memory, scouring her discovery of Ivy for clues. In her mind's eye, the world was awash with a mild, warm glow. It was faint, but it was everywhere. Myranda had never been taught precisely what it was. Perhaps it was the spirit of the very world. Perhaps it was the energy of nature. Whatever it was, it was everywhere . . . Everywhere but where Ivy had been. 

	She turned her gaze to the staff she held. It was dark, darker than its surroundings. So it was with everything that they touched. She changed her search, seeking not light but darkness, not fountains of life but barren voids. If the D'karon were hiding the Chosen, then she would find the residue of their treachery.

	It didn't take long. A horrible darkness and soul-searing chill seized her mind. She focused on it. It was far, but that word had come to mean very little now that Myn had returned. Associating true distance to its strange counterpart in the astral plane was far from simple, but it was a task she'd been forced to become adept at. Slowly, the indistinct destination resolved itself to a point on the map. They had their target.

	"That way, Myn. More to the east," she guided.

	Ivy turned.

	"Who did you find?" she asked.

	"I don't know," Myranda replied.

	"I hope it is Lain . . . or Deacon. Anyone but Ether," Ivy said, sneering at the offending name. "It is a good thing she wasn't around to meet Sandra. It would have been a disaster. I never would have heard the end of it, either."

	"You did take a big chance," Myranda reminded her. "You should have stayed hidden."

	"I know it. But sometimes I see a house, or a city, and . . . I don't know . . . I feel . . . wistful, I think is the word," Ivy said.

	Myranda thought back to the throne room.

	"That human, back in the castle. Was she . . ." Myranda began.

	"She was," Ivy replied.

	"Then should I call you . . ." the wizard attempted.

	"No," Ivy shook her head slowly. "That isn't me. Not anymore. I might have been Aneriana once. That was a long time ago. She couldn't have done some of the things I did. She wouldn't have done some of the things I did. I'm Ivy now. For better or worse. I couldn't go back . . . even if I could."

	She furrowed her brow at the last cryptic line.

	"Do you remember any of it now?" Myranda asked.

	"Some of it. Some of it is very clear now. The last part. The rest is still a blur, except here and there," she said sadly. As her fists clenched, she seemed suddenly frantic. "Uh, let’s talk about something else. Quick! When I think about that I think about him and when I think about him I start to feel that way again. The hate. I didn't like that. It wasn't the same as the others. Anger and fear are bad, but at least they throw me aside. I don't even remember it. When I felt the hate, I was still there. I remember it. I just couldn't stop it . . . It was me. I don't think it would have let go if I hadn't touched that sword."

	Ivy paused to consider it, shuddering at the thought.

	"You know, I don't think you told me about Myn yet. How did she get so big? And what happened to you? Did they get you, too?" Ivy asked.

	Myranda explained her own trials since they parted, and explained to the best of her ability what had happened to Myn. It should have been a quick tale, but Ivy pressed her for details relentlessly, eager for every last nuance. If Myranda hadn't known any better, she would have sworn that she was imitating Deacon. After quite some time, when every last avenue of the ordeal had been explored, Ivy turned to Myn's wing, eagerly seeking a glimpse of the mark she'd failed to notice before.

	"Is the mark big? I don't know how I could have missed it. I guess . . ." Ivy began, stopping suddenly.

	When she spoke again, it was with a steady, serious voice.

	"Myranda. We're close to where we are heading, aren't we?" she asked, with little doubt in her voice.

	"Yes. How did you know?" Myranda asked.

	"You'll hear it before you see it, I think," Ivy said ominously.

	 


Chapter 20

	Myranda listened closely. She heard the wind. Aside from that was the beat of Myn's wings. The dragon seemed to tense beneath her. Something had her on edge. She listened closer. The leathery flapping was different. It sounded as though . . . there was more than one pair of wings at work. Before long, there was no doubt: something else was in the air with them.

	"Where is it?" Myranda urged. Her knuckles were white around the stolen staff.

	"There," Ivy said, a finger indicating a vague form blotting out a patch of stars ahead. "And there . . . and there."

	The wizard trained her eyes on the darkness, searching her memory briefly for something that might cut a bit deeper through the pitch. It didn't make sense. The moon was nearly full. It was more than enough light. She should see the threat as plain as day.

	"Do you think if I was to get afraid enough to change it would help at all?" Ivy asked, flickers of blue making their way through despite her best efforts.

	"Anger would be better," Myranda said, her eyes finally making out the full silhouettes of three dragoyles, each as big as the beast that had threatened them in the valley of the dead.

	"Yeah, it p-probably would, but f-fear is all I've got to offer," Ivy struggled to say.

	"Stay calm, Ivy. We've got Myn. We can get through this," Myranda assured her, scouring her mind for anything that might be effective against the behemoths.

	"C-can't calm down. It's one thing to trust Myn to catch me if I fall, but what if she falls!? What if she gets hurt!?" Ivy raved.

	"Just hold tight and don't think about it. I won't let them touch us," Myranda said.

	Briefly, the wizard considered casting sleep upon her again. No. The task at hand was difficult enough without having to keep a helpless body from slipping off.

	"I can't stop thinking about it! I can't do anything! You shouldn't have rescued me! You should have left me for last! I'm no good to you up here! All I am is another thing for you to worry about! The best thing I could do is . . . THAT'S IT!" Ivy said, a burst of yellow mixing with blue for a moment as she turned to Myranda. "Let me fall!"

	"No! We will get through this together, I can't let--" Myranda attempted to object.

	"Myranda, listen! If I fall, I'll be afraid. I'll turn into whatever it is that I turn into when I am afraid. There'll be a lot of light and a lot of sound and then I'll wake up safe and sound, far away. That's how it always happens! It won't get rid of them, but it'll give you one less thing to worry about," Ivy explained.

	"It is too risky. We don't know what will--" Myranda cried.

	"Myranda, there's no time to argue. You have to trust me," Ivy said.

	The hulking forms were close. They would be upon the heroes in moments. Myranda could not bring herself to agree. It didn't matter. She didn't have the chance. Ivy hopped to her feet on Myn's back and ran a few steps along it, leaping in a graceful dive over the dragon's head.

	"Don't catch me, Myn!" she piped in a crazed cry of mounting terror as she blurred past the beast's vision.

	Myn dove to follow.

	"No, Myn! She knows what she's doing," Myranda said uncertainly.

	With all of the will she could muster, she turned her eyes from the brilliant point of blue light disappearing through the clouds and faced the dragoyles. She could only see one well. It would be her first target. She waved the staff in a circle, stirring the wind with it. In moments, she had a howling gale. It circled around them, growing in force and dragging up trails of mist. First they were thin streamers, then fat ribbons, and finally vast sheets of cloud. They whirled and mixed into a growing maelstrom. 

	The dark creature fought against the wind, frost building to ice on its black hide. It wasn't enough. Myranda could hear the massive thing ripping though the wind. Now it was Myn's turn. She gave a powerful pump of her wings and lurched upward suddenly, placing her claws in the perfect position to strike. And strike she did. Stout, powerful talons came down with crushing force on the creature's head. As the dragoyle's momentum carried it past, Myn raked her foreclaws along its back, lashing with her hind claws at its wings.

	The roar of pain that burst from the thing's mouth was deafening. It faltered, disappearing into the clouds. Myranda recovered from the sudden shift and searched desperately for the second creature while still maintaining the intensity of their shield of wind. Before she could find it, the creature made its presence known. The massive dragoyle, easily triple Myn's size, collided from the side. The rocking blow all but threw Myranda free. As she clung for her life, the monster clutched Myn with massive claws. The brave dragon struggled, spouting flame that scattered uselessly in the wind.

	Far below, Ivy plummeted earthward. The wind screamed in her ears as she tore through the clouds. She screamed at the top of her lungs. Fear burned her mind and fluttered in her chest, but it did not bite to her core. Blue sparks of intense aura danced in front of her eyes, but stopped just shy of consuming her. Deep inside, she knew that she would be safe. The fear would protect her. The intricate designs of the ground spiraled and grew slowly, filling her vision, stirring something in her mind. It began as surprise and built quickly to confusion. Where was the transformation? She brushed the concern mounting in her aside. There was no need to worry. The fear would save her. There was no need to worry . . . 

	The realization struck her like a lightning bolt. If there was no need to worry, then she wouldn't be frightened enough to change! She would be killed! The epiphany thrust the reality of the situation into the foreground once more, and a renewed terror carried her to the very brink of transition. Unfortunately, the familiar feeling of slipping away from the world brought with it the relief that she would indeed be safe, quickly banishing the fear. The fading aura made the rapidly approaching ground clear to her, surging the fear again, and again came the relief, extinguishing it. Her mind raced in ever tighter loops as the cycle of panic and calm grew faster.

	"I WAS WRONG! CATCH ME!" she cried.

	The tangled form of Myn, Myranda, and the dragoyle dropped into the clouds. The dragon managed to clamp her jaws onto the beast's wing. Vicious teeth tore leathery hide and creaked against hollow bone. Puffing up her chest, Myn belched a column of flame onto the limb still caught in her maw. The dragoyle howled in pain and released them. After a few moments to steady herself in the air, Myn made ready to circle back and face the creature again, climbing to the surface of the ocean of clouds.

	"No! Stay in the mist!" Myranda ordered.

	Myn obeyed. Myranda scrambled across the dragon's back to her proper position and held the staff high. The freezing cold of night grew deeper. The mist became grainier. A lurching blackness approached from below as the first beast, still suffering from the long furrows scoured into its back by Myn, finally made its way back into the fight. Myranda made it the focus of the cold. Tiny crystals became fat flakes around it. A crust of ice stiffened the beast's joints. 

	Myranda pushed her mind harder. The crust became a layer, then a blanket. Soon it was not only the water around the dragoyle, but the creature's very blood that was freezing. It squeezed a pathetic, strangled screech out. The cry was cut off as even the monster's throat hardened into stillness. Just as the paralyzed form started to drop from view, Myranda hurled a ball of flame. The intense heat splashed against the frozen creature and, pushed from one extreme to the other too quickly, it came apart at the seams. What dropped out of the clouds was a barely recognizable scattering of frozen anatomy. 

	Without a word from Myranda, Myn knew what was next. Find the others, and avoid being found.

	Ivy screamed through the air like a brilliant blue comet. She swept every terrifying thought she could muster from her memory and piled them one on top of the other. Nothing could upset the stalemate. She flailed at the air, as though if she tried hard enough she could dig her fingers into it and hold tight. As she did, she inadvertently turned about. Her maddened eyes came to rest on a sight that managed to be even more frightening than the ground. 

	It was one of the dragoyles. It was not a tiny, blurry speck among the clouds as it should be, either. What she beheld was a creature just a few seconds behind her, serrated beak trailing a billowing cloud of miasma behind it. It wasn't flapping its wings, instead tucking them back and straightening its body into a streamlined dart. It was falling. And it was falling faster than she was. Ivy's mind clamped onto the image. It would do.

	A blaze of blue surged like an azure sun as Ivy's fear took over. The cry of fear echoed over the hilltops and through the trees. A sudden and intense will forced her earthward far faster than the dragoyle could manage, but still it worked its wings to catch up. The ground turned swiftly from patches of silver, gray, and white to icy water, frozen trees, and barren fields. When she reached the ground, she struck with enough force to sway the trees of the forest that was unfortunate enough to be her target. No sooner had the branches swayed to their maximum than a blue blur flashed out from between the trees and into the field. A moment later, the enormous monster, far too large to overcome its own momentum, shook the forest again. It was a grotesque sound, a crunch louder than thunder mixed with the splintering of trees and a short, agonized squeal. 

	Then there was only silence as the forest attempted to recover.

	High above, Myn pulled herself up through the clouds and locked her eyes on the remaining dragoyle. Its partially roasted wing was doing a barely adequate job of keeping it airborne. Its maw hung open and vast swaths of black breath were erupting forth. Myn circled to the side. The ponderous beast attempted to wheel to follow, but it couldn't match the agility of the smaller creature. Myn clamped down on the beast's afflicted wing, planted her feet against the monster's body, and pulled with all of her might. The pair began to plummet through the clouds again. Myranda kept the thick motes of black mist from them as the bones and flesh yielded to Myn's jerking pulls. Finally, the whole wing came free. What was left of the creature spiraled and writhed as it fell.

	Myn turned her sharp vision earthward, locking onto the bright blue streak below that blazed across the field and over the lake's icy surface toward a small, rocky island at its center. Perhaps her fear-crazed mind believed it offered the best cover. Perhaps some small part of her knew what she would find there. Regardless of the reason, the island was the very place they sought. Someone the D'karon did not wish to be found was being held within. 

	A sturdy wooden door in a stone wall splintered as she roared through it. The dragon dove toward her, but the better part of the distance between the clouds and ground still lay before her. Ivy blazed through the narrow courtyard, around what looked to be an outcropping of stone with a doorway carved into it. When she reached a point behind it that was reasonably hidden from sight, she disappeared inside, the fading blue glow betraying her position. A moment later, a scattering of nearmen climbed from the hole in the stone and inspected the shattered remains of the door.

	Myn was drawing nearer, but as she did, she began to slow, even though there was a long way to go. Her eyes were locked on the shifting layer of ice that had yet to settle after Ivy's trip across it. As they approached the surface of the lake, Myranda felt the same tenseness that had marked the approach of the dragoyles, only more so. Her heart raced. What could lie beneath the waves? They'd never faced a creature of the water before. There was no way to prepare for it. 

	Now the water was just below them. They were just approaching the shore of the island when a pair of ice drifts collided, sending a spray of icy water high enough to sprinkle Myn's scales. Something inside her mind gave way. She pumped her wings madly, as though at any moment the water would reach up and grab her. There'd been no motion but the ice. Nothing had touched her but the water, but still she was mad with fear. Of course . . . 

	It stood to reason. Myn had always been afraid of the water, ever since the flooding of the cave when they were heading to Entwell. Her last serious encounter with it had literally cost her her life. Even the stoutest of minds would falter at the sight of it after that. Myranda tried to steady her friend.

	"Myn, just get me to the island, you can leave me and come back for me after!" Myranda called out.

	The terrified creature fought every instinct in a mind trained for eons to embrace them. She forced herself to approach the ground at the water's edge. The instant Myranda tumbled to the frozen stone, she shot skyward. The wizard surveyed the threat before her. As with her rescue of Ivy, the nearmen before her were magic users. They held black wands at the ready--but at the sight of her, they did not attack. Instead, they scurried back into the carved hole in the stone, securing it shut with a wave of a wand and an uttered word. The door was also stone, and fit so securely into the opening that if she'd not seen it move into place, she scarcely would have imagined there was a hole at all.

	Myranda stepped back. Upon closer inspection, the structure, if it could be so called, was a low dome of stone that sloped until it was flush with the ground. In fact, it actually connected to the ground. Had they simply carved a chamber into a solid stone island? Or had the whole of the little isle been created by them? She rushed around the edge of it, seeking another door. The closest she found was a shallow recess on the far side, the very one Ivy had nestled herself in for protection. The creature was still there, the blaze of fear replaced by the deep, unnatural sleep that always followed. The wizard shook her, hoping to wake her. It was an act of pure optimism. After such an outburst, Ivy was seldom awake in anything less than half a day. Sure enough, no amount of jostling produced anything beyond an uncomfortable shift. 

	Whatever had to be done, Myranda would be doing it alone.

	So be it. Myranda made her way back to the door and thrust the point of the staff into what little there was of a seam and put her mind to work. Slowly, a tremor was summoned. The pebbles at her feet began to dance around her. Something was wrong. Try as she might, she could not will anything stronger than a light rhythm from the earth. There was an enchantment working against her. A powerful one. She abandoned the spell and switched to flame, but no sooner did it splash against the door than it flickered away. She didn't need to test wind and water to know they would be similarly ineffective.

	"So they've protected it against elemental magic. That means Ether is inside," she reasoned out loud.

	For a moment, she brought to mind some of the more destructive spells that fell outside of the elemental realm, but a thought occurred to her. The staff she held was of D'karon design. A quick perusal of the enchantments clinging to it revealed one that had much the same feel as that which held the door shut. A second seemed its logical opposite. She fed the appropriate spell a dose of her will and it eagerly leapt to work. A smile came to her face. The door was slowly grinding aside. In taking the staff, she may well have stolen the very keys to their defense. 

	"This is quite the useful tool," Myranda quipped.

	The smile dropped away as the sounds from within finally made their way through the widening gap. There was a commotion inside. Splashing water, twisted unnatural voices, clinking, scratching, clawing. Myranda placed a foot inside the opening when it was wide enough. Almost instantly, she was pushed back. Out from the inky depths of the place came a cacophonous rustle and flutter as dozens of black forms burst from the darkness. For a moment, she thought she was being attacked by bats. She was wrong on both counts.

	It was not a colony of bats tearing past her, but a veritable army of cloaks, and they were not attacking. The disembodied garments seemed utterly unconcerned with the human, save for the fact that she was in their way. She tried to oppose them but was thrown aside, sprawling to the ground as the sky filled with the creatures and the ground crawled with them. Myranda's eyes darted from one beast to the next. Deep within the folds of their cloth forms was a crystal, phantom claws locked about it in a protective grip. They drifted through the sky and across the surface of the water like ants carrying eggs from a flooding colony. By the time the flow from the opening trailed off, there were easily hundreds of them, all drifting north.

	"Myn!" Myranda called out. "Stop as many of them as you can, and keep Ivy safe! I will be back as soon as I can!"

	With that, she disappeared inside. 

	The dragon went to work. Sweeping as low along the water as her mind would allow, she sprayed the creatures with flame. They scattered, but each blast of fire took a handful of them with it. Myn managed a few more runs before the flow was too scattered to manage any more than one at a time. In truth, she'd roasted only a small fraction of the torrent of creatures, but destroying any more would take her too far from Ivy. She circled back and took up a patrol in a tight circle over the tiny island, her sharp gaze locked on the sleeping creature.

	Inside the dome, Myranda was greeted with the only light ever to be found in the depths of D'karon structures, the blue-white light of captured magic. This time, however, the light came in a way Myranda scarcely could have imagined. An intricate pattern of crystalline rods had been gathered together into a sequence of interlocking shapes, like an array of enormous snowflakes fixed point to point. The grid formed a shell in the center of the largely hollow interior that now seemed to have been bored into the island. Half of it was submerged in water, refracting and reflecting the light into dazzling blobs of light across the ceiling, and a trio of wooden struts stood from water-obscured floor to ceiling. 

	At every point where one crystal rod met another, a gem was affixed--or, at least, had been. Even now, a smattering of cloaks and nearmen were harvesting them and sweeping toward the door, showing little regard for the human who stood in their way. Myranda stepped aside and let them pass. Myn would stop them if she could, and there was a far more pressing matter at hand.

	In the very center of the vast crystal shell was a smaller one attached to stone at the bottom of the deep hollow center of the island. Inside of it, shifting wildly, was a swirl of water that clearly had a will controlling it. It was twisting and writhing, trying to snake out through the space between the bars and recoiling back inside when it touched one. A moment later the bundle of water darkened and shifted to stone, dropping a short distance to the rocky floor. Beside it, standing completely beneath the rippling surface of the indoor pool, was a pair of creatures Myranda had never seen before.

	Each looked to be a man in a suit of armor, but even through the shifting wavelets, she could see that there was no flesh beneath the metal plates. They hung loosely in place, an empty shell in the vague shape of a man, and a formidable man at that. Red runes traced arcane patterns across every surface. The only semblance of a being within the armor was a ball of flickering amber light behind each chest plate. They each held in their gauntlets a tall spear. 

	In a fluid motion that stretched the unseen limbs further than any natural being could, one of the demon armors thrust the weapon into the newly-formed stone. A gem flickering in the blade drew in a dose of power and the rock shuddered and shifted back to water to start the struggles anew.

	The final crystal was hurried out the door and finally notice was taken of the intruder. Only two nearmen remained, sloshing around the shallow water at the edge of the flooded room. As Myranda raised her staff to face them, she was quickly reminded that the gem structure was ravenous enough to limit her to the D'karon spells, but that was of little concern. She'd become quite comfortable with their use. 

	A bolt of black ripped through the air at her, but it was easily deflected. She clamped the crushing spell so frequently used upon her around her attacker and hurled him at the stone wall. The other nearman aimed a shot at the curved roof, his destructive spell punching a jagged hole through it. A second blast destroyed one of the wooden struts.

	Impossibly, the whole of the island shuddered and tilted, sagging against the remaining struts. The door Myranda had entered through dipped below the waterline and began to gush water. Myranda scrambled through the icy water to the high ground at the opposite end of the flooding room. She regained her footing just in time to deflect another blast from the sole surviving nearman. The blast reversed neatly on itself and destroyed its caster. Myranda turned to a sharp hissing sound overhead. It came from the hole above her. Air was escaping. The island, which she now knew was certainly anything but a proper one, was sinking!

	Outside, the sight of the sudden movement of the island cast a fresh spike of fear into Myn's mind. She couldn't believe her eyes. The waves were working their way up the shore. The water terrified the creature, but the thought of losing her friends terrified her more. She dove low, snatching up Ivy before the water could reach her. Working her wings for all they were worth, she skimmed across the water's surface to the shore, depositing Ivy there and charging back. The water would not claim Myranda.

	The wizard splashed out to the crystal shell and climbed atop it, blasting at it with whatever the staff seemed capable of. Fractures curled their way around the bars, but they seemed to shrug off the worst of the damage. Below, one of the demon armors was scaling the sloped floor beneath the water. When it reached the shell, the various plates and straps of the armor spread and scattered, finding gaps large enough to slip through, reassembling around the amber glow on the other side. 

	Myranda worked at the shell. One bar broke, then another. Suddenly a grip, literally like iron, closed around her ankle and tore her from atop the crystal structure. She was tossed effortlessly aside.

	Water that was cold as ice drained the feeling from her limbs as she struggled to reach some manner of foothold. Alas, the last of the floor was slipping ever deeper into the water, leaving little more than the peak of the crystal cage above the surface. The steely grip closed around her ankle again and she was yanked beneath the waves with barely a gasp of breath. Nearly blinded by the freezing water, Myranda managed to dodge the thrusting spear of the armor, but only just. She forced aside the agony tearing at her mind and summoned another blast. The gauntlet clutching her leg flew to pieces, allowing her to fight her way to what little air remained and take a much needed breath.

	Myn crashed down on the sinking hunk of stone, clawing madly at the tiny hole she found. She felt the waves close around her legs and every ancient instinct and ingrained fear demanded she take to the air again. She denied them, finally breaking though. There was the wet snap of wood and the entire island seemed to drop out from under her, sinking into the depths. The terrified dragon flailed about in the water before managing to catch enough of the wind in her wings to hoist herself skyward. The former island drifted out of sight, the remnants of the sheet of ice that had been the lake's surface closing over it.

	The last of the air slipped out of the widening hole. It was large enough to escape through, but Myranda turned her back to it. She still had a job to do. The icy water stung at her eyes as she gazed down at the still-intact shells of crystal. The remaining hand of the demon armor had caught hold of the edge of her cloak and she was being pulled into the darkening depths. A sizable chunk of the ruined roof drifted down beside her. Again, she called upon the vice spell, clutching it and guiding its fall. It broke easily through the first shell, but the armor creature that had stayed behind managed to deflect it from the smaller shell, the shell that held what remained of Ether. A moment later, the still-intact demon armor hurled its spear. The weapon hissed through the water like a harpoon and grazed Myranda's side.

	Exertion of mind and body were squandering Myranda's last breath of air, and pressure squeezed painfully in around her. The inner shell still held strong. She ignored the pain and cold and held out her staff, groping with its spells for something to smash Ether's cage. The whole of the structure around her lurched as it struck the floor of the lake, sinking slightly into the icy mud. The shock was enough to dislodge a piece of the damaged roof. Myranda tried to swim aside, but the injured armor creature clamped her wrist in its remaining glove and twisted it viciously. The fingers opened of their own accord and her stolen staff floated instantly out of reach, rocketing to the surface. The stone pushed her to the tilted ground and pinned her there. It was all Myranda could do to keep from losing her last few moments of air in a scream of agony.

	All that she knew of water magic flashed through her mind, but what remained of the enchantments protecting this place, and the crystal shell feeding off of it, prevented even the simplest spell from taking hold. Levitation and a dozen other spells fell flat in a frenzied panic of casting. Her lungs burned for air. Her chest heaved for it. The demon armors stood about her as her vision began to darken. 

	Then came the sound.

	It was strange and far away, like thunder filtering though the fathoms of water. Myranda and her attackers turned their eyes to the surface as one. Thrusting toward them with waving motions that rippled along her whole body was Myn. Madness flashed in her eyes. She came down upon the ruins of the structure like an avalanche, snapping her jaws around one suit of armor in a maelstrom of bubbles and twisted metal and smashing the other apart with a wildly flailing claw. The beast quickly levered aside the stone that pinned her friend and snatched her up. Myranda gestured wildly at the shell of crystal. Myn cast a fleeting glance and whipped at it with her tail, reducing it to powder. She then planted her feet on the stone floor and thrust herself toward the surface.

	The pair erupted from the surface, shattering a chunk of ice and soaring into the air. The dragon unfurled her wings and darted to the shore as Myranda gasped a burning cold breath of the icy air and collapsed into a fit of coughing. Myn belched out column after column of flame until the water that clung to her boiled and sizzled. She shook and rolled in crazed fear, as though the drops that nestled among her scales were at this moment trying to kill her. By the time she was through, Myranda had finished coughing and now lay in a trembling heap on the ground. Without the crystals near, her spells would work. Warmth and health were but a few whispered words away, but that could wait. She struggled soggily to her feet and looked to the lake.

	The whole of the surface was surging with waves and churning ice. In the center, a small, clear mound of water had heaved itself up. It resembled a human form in the very loosest of terms, but stood perfectly still, in stark contrast to the stormy surface. Slits of light where the eyes should be flared. Slowly, the water around it settled to stillness. A circle of water centered around the form dropped flat and calm, and the circle began to grow. More and more of the lake was struck by the sudden stillness. With each wave that sunk to nothing, the humanity of the form became more distinct. Finally, the whole of the lake was a dead calm, smooth as glass--and, in the center, Ether.

	She sunk beneath the surface, providing it with its first ripples. An instant later, her form emerged from the shore nearest to the other heroes. Now near enough to see, the expression on her watery face was far from the serene, complacent mask of superiority she normally wore. It was a mosaic of fear, fatigue, desperation, and--perhaps most out-of-place of them all--gratitude.

	"Thank you . . ." the shapeshifter managed. Two more unlikely words had never been spoken.

	Ether dropped to her knees on the dusty pebbles of the shore. The rough gray texture crept up her legs, and in a few moments she was entirely composed of stone, motionless. Myranda made her way to the form and looked into its eyes, little more than orbs of smoother white stone set against the rest--but in them, she saw the flicker of power that she was hoping for. Ether was out of danger. All she needed was time to rest and a good strong fire. Indeed, that was all that each of them needed.

	 


Chapter 21

	Having baked the last of the dampness away and finally calming down again, Myn seemed to suddenly realize she'd been remiss in her duties. She bounded off toward the nearest forest, no doubt on the trail of a fresh meal. Myranda took the opportunity to look after herself. She willed the wound on her side closed and wicked away the water that was chilling her to the bone. With a few more words and a flex of her mind, her trembling subsided. For a moment, she smirked at how simple it was, almost an afterthought. It was not long ago that falling in the water without someone to start a fire would have been a death sentence. Now it was, at worst, an inconvenience, rectified in moments, even without a staff.

	She looked to the lake. Bobbing on the surface, tossed lightly by the small ripples being driven by the wind, was her stolen staff. She held out her hand and willed it to her. It obliged with little effort. In the calm after the battle, she regarded it as if for the first time. A curious little thing, it was. Certainly not something she would have imagined the D'karon putting to work. That, of course, was the point. It was a tool of deception, meant for the hand of a deceiver. There was no gem, nothing to mark it as a weapon. It seemed harmless, rather thin and ancient-looking. Gnarled and knobby in just the way a wizard's staff ought to be, the sort of staff that a kindly old wizard would lean on as he ambled through a village. It was comforting. It put one at ease. It was a lie.

	A closer look revealed mystic runes etched over every surface that would hold a mark. The merest touch opened a dark tome of spells. Spells that required no training, no soul to cast them. Just a whisper of words, the tiniest thought. They were spells designed to destroy. Spells designed to control. Even holding the thing made Myranda feel soiled. 

	At the same time, though, it held many keys to trials she and the others had failed to overcome before. Spells to undo their locks. Spells to drop their shields. Somewhere among the enchantments, she felt something very close to what she'd felt whenever one of the generals vanished into the swirling voids--the very spell that allowed them to move so quickly at times, to escape so readily. She touched at the spell experimentally, but quickly withdrew. It was different from the rest. It needed a target of some sort, something specific. A simple point in space would not do. It seemed to crave an indication of which of many doors she wanted to open. The destinations were fixed, leaving her only to choose. Where those doors led, however, she did not know, and the potential danger of choosing the wrong one made choosing any one of them ill-advised.

	The pounding steps of Myn returning pulled Myranda from her thoughts. It had surely only been a few minutes, but Myn dropped a young stag in front of her with the sort of pink-toothed contentment that betrayed a recently filled stomach. Without a word of request, the dragon bounded off again to gather wood, while Myranda faced the task of preparing the night's meal without a knife. Even with magic, it was an ungainly task. Still, she managed. 

	Before long, Myn was back to dump her prize on the ground. She was new to the task of fetching wood, and it showed. She’d brought an entire tree, dirt still clumped on its roots.

	"Good, Myn, good," Myranda praised, offering the customary scratch. "Next time, though, try to find wood that is a bit less green. Something that snaps without much effort."

	Such fresh wood should have been difficult to light, but in the presence of a wizard and a dragon, fire is seldom a long time in coming. Soon, a roaring fire was crackling. Ether's statue of a body was heaved onto the flames, Ivy was situated comfortably, and the food was prepared. The stone form of their friend reddened and eventually shifted to flame, tearing at the energy of the flame far more hungrily than Myranda gnawed at the meat. A few minutes allowed the shapeshifter to regain her composure and, unfortunately, her usual disposition. Her eyes came to rest on the dragon and, despite being composed of flame, took on a cold glare.

	"The lizard has returned from the dead, I see," Ether said, as though there was nothing particularly impressive about the feat.

	Myranda nodded, swallowing her current mouthful before adding, "She's got something to show you, as well."

	Myn unfolded her wing enough for the Mark to reveal itself. For a moment, Ether was silent. When she spoke, her words shook with intensity.

	"She counts herself among the Chosen. Well then--fate's mockery of me is complete. My exalted place at the zenith of cosmic import must be shared with a common beast," she fumed.

	Myn's eyes narrowed.

	"Myn saved your life and mine a few minutes ago. That fire, this food, and every day you and I live from now on are thanks to her," Myranda reminded.

	"She is not without her usefulness. However, at least the other mindless beast is small enough to escape notice," Ether remarked, turning her gaze to the sleeping Ivy. "And the dragon will make us a target regardless of who sees us. There is not a human in this world who would trust such a monster."

	Myn climbed angrily to her feet.

	"Easy, Myn," Myranda said with little result, before turning back to Ether. "The whole of the north sees us as enemies already, and at least with Myn we will be able to move more quickly."

	"Yes, well, considering how slowly you all recover, it hardly seems useful to be rushing to the next battle. At least for you," Ether countered, stepping from the flames and easily turning back to her human form as if to hammer home the point that days of torture could be erased in minutes.

	Myn's scornful stare took on a predatory depth once more.

	"I'm a healer. So long as I am able, I can see to it that we are all in fighting shape after little more than a night’s rest," Myranda offered. She felt strangely as though she were arguing to be allowed to remain a part of the team, despite the fact that it was Ether who had just been rescued. Likely this was simply the shapeshifter’s way of saving face after undeniably owing her freedom to another.

	"Mmm. So long as you are able. Of course, that is far from a foregone conclusion at the end of a battle. Indeed, one could scarcely deny that you are the weakest link in our little ill-formed band of--" Ether began.

	"MYN, DON'T!" Myranda shouted.

	The shapeshifter turned to find the dragon reluctantly frozen in place, her massive jaws gaping just above Ether's head. From the mixed look of hunger and fury, there was little doubt what her intentions had been.

	"I assure you, beast. Had you swallowed me, I would have created my own exit," Ether warned, turning back as though nothing had happened. "Regardless of the qualifications, it would appear that you three have managed to escape where even I have failed, evidence that the insight of the gods is not to be doubted. Tell me, then, how it came to pass, and why it is that Lain is not among us."

	Myranda began the tale again. 

	#

	Far away, huddled around a similar fire, a small band of different heroes plotted the events of the coming day. A bottle was passed around that held a different kind of fire. It passed first to Caya, a fresh scar striping the back of her hand. Then it passed to Tus, leather armor against leathery skin. Next it was passed to the shaky hand of a newcomer, a runner who carried information. It then passed away to the shadows, from hand to hand of the best of what little the north had left to staff the Undermine: Men, women, and virtual children.

	"So, what do we know?" Caya asked.

	"There's a-a lot of action. A lot of m-motion. The flow of troops to the front has stopped. They're . . . coming back. Coming north," he said nervously, as though such news would get him a hand across the face--or worse.

	"Right . . . you know what that is called, boys? Desperation!" Caya cried.

	A chorus of cheers erupted.

	"The generals are losing control!" she spurred on.

	A second roar rang out.

	"Our time is coming, my soldiers," she added in serious tones. "The times have been hard. Victories have been scarce, but now the Alliance Army is gasping its last breath. Mark my words, this war has seen its last winter!" she cried.

	All in attendance raised their voices in triumphant approval. More bottles were produced and passed about, clinking together and lifted high. The hoots and hollers of the tired, battered, rejoicing soldiers filtered through the dense trees of Ravenwood. They'd been chased from these woods before, but in a forest so large and so thick, there was always another place to hide. Even now, their shouts became lost among the trees within barely a hundred places, and the light of their fire in half that.

	Caya smiled as she looked upon her troops, their spirits riding high on her words. She'd never been the best on the battlefield, but give her a man's ear and he'd fight the gods themselves by the time she was through. As she basked in the warm glow of the fire and the admiration of her followers, something wiped her smile away. Despite the boisterousness about her and the deadening effect of the forest, ears sharpened by well-justified paranoia had latched onto something.

	"Quiet!" she ordered.

	Silence descended instantly. Somewhere in the darkness around them, there was the snap of a twig. The stand of trees echoed with dozens of swords pulling free in unison. She held out a hand. A bow was placed in it. She readied an arrow.

	"Tus . . . find our visitor and bring him to me, would you?" she requested.

	The monster of a man stalked into the forest. Tus was aware of stealth, but he'd never felt compelled to employ it. His thumping footsteps sent little cascades of snow drifting down from the trees as he passed, and despite the slow appearance of his gait, the length of the enormous man's stride carried him at what some would consider a run. He'd only just vanished among the trees when there came the sound of a man's voice, choked off in mid-sentence, followed by the plodding footsteps of his return.

	When Tus came back into view, he was dragging an average-sized man by the throat. The man struggled uselessly at the ham-sized hand wrapped almost completely around his neck, while Tus looked, if anything, disappointed that he'd not put up a better fight. When he reached Caya, he hoisted the man to his feet, released his neck, and spun him around to face the commander.

	"How did you find us!?" Caya demanded. "Did you follow the messenger!?"

	The scrawny runner, his face perpetually with the look of a scolded dog, froze at the words, sweat rolling down his face. Tus shifted his stone-faced gaze in the poor man's direction, managing to deliver an unmistakable threat of punishment without changing his expression at all.

	"No, I assure you the fellow is blameless," said the intruder roughly, as he rubbed his manhandled throat a bit.

	"Wait a moment. I know you. You're that fellow Myranda was traveling with. Devon," she realized.

	The mention of the hero's name sent a stir through the crowd. Myranda was the reason half of them had joined. It was the one name all of them knew for certain.

	"Deacon, actually," he corrected.

	"Right, right. Deacon. Have you come alone?" she asked.

	"Unfortunately, I have," Deacon replied.

	The crowd lost interest instantly and audibly.

	"Right--well then," Caya said, motioning to Tus, who clamped his hand on Deacon's shoulder. "That warrants an explanation, I'd say. You see, Myranda we trust, and people who travel with her we trust as well. People who travel without her . . . well, that is another matter. You can start with how you found us."

	Deacon winced at the grip on his shoulder.

	"I am a wizard, and I've had quite a bit of practice at locating people in the past few months. For a wizard, practice is typically all we need," Deacon said.

	"I've got more than a few wizards as enemies, my boy, and most have met me more times than you. Why is it that you found me and they didn't?" Caya asked.

	"Maybe they aren't looking," Deacon offered. A paralyzing pain in his shoulder informed him that it was not the correct answer.

	"Aspersions on my infamy aside, perhaps you'd like to tell me about Myranda. I first received word that she and an assortment of oddities were captured and moved to undisclosed locations, then that she entranced a demon dragon during an arena battle and escaped. Might you be able to verify?" Caya asked firmly.

	"I was one of the oddities captured that day. I can't say for sure about the demon dragon, but she has been able to escape, and I think she's been busy freeing the rest of them as well," Deacon explained.

	"I presume that you were one of the rescued, and yet you travel alone. Have you fallen out of her favor?" Caya probed.

	"I freed myself. I imagine she has been tracking down the others because she can't find me. I've been concealing myself to make sure Demont doesn't follow me, but she's been flexing some considerable mystic might, so I've caught glimpses of her. As for me, even if she could detect me, the others are far more important than I," he said.

	"Demont, you say. General Demont? That's a powerful enemy you've made for yourself," she replied, suddenly far more interested. "Let's hear it, then. Why come to me? And how did you manage to get away?"

	Tus released his grip, allowing blood to flow back into Deacon's arm.

	"My escape was somewhat complicated," he said, adjusting his ring uneasily. "Suffice to say that fully disarming me has a paradoxical effect."

	"I really don’t think that suffices at all," Caya said with a furrowed brow.

	"I’ll go into greater detail later. As for coming to you, I need to reach Myranda and the others, and I am not certain I can do so alone. She is moving very quickly."

	"Demon dragons move quickly," Tus remarked, eager to believe the stories about a hypnotized beast.

	"Err, indeed," Deacon conceded.

	"Needed a bit of muscle to see your way safely, did you?" Caya asked.

	"Well, if combat was my only concern, I might have managed on my own. My difficulties lie virtually everywhere else. I hail from a place very different from this. It has left me ill-suited to survival tasks," Deacon explained.

	"Can't handle the wilds?" Tus asked.

	"Not particularly well, no. The cities are no better for me, either," the wizard admitted.

	"Listen. I'm willing to lend you a few of my troops, myself included, if it will bring us to Myranda, but how do you expect to catch up with her?" she asked.

	"We can't. But we can get ahead of her. I know where she's going to go next. If they have been hiding the others as they had been hiding me, then there is only one such place that she hasn't visited. After that . . . well, there is only one target that makes sense. Northern Capital," Deacon said.

	Caya considered his words.

	"What do you say, my brave warriors? Do we help the wizard? Do we go to the capital? Do we take this war to the very doorstep of those who prolong it?" she asked.

	The earth shook with the force of the reply.

	"There you have it, wizard. You have the Undermine. For now, you can fix up the men and women that need it, and warm yourself by the fire," Caya said, snatching up a bottle and placing it in his hand as she grasped him tightly across the shoulders with the other arm. "And put a little fire in your belly, as well! And when the sun rises, we begin the march!" 

	#

	The cold night drew toward its end, the faint glow that the people of the north knew as a sunrise beginning to hint at the edge of the mountains to the east. Myranda slept sitting up, enfolded in Myn's front legs. Ivy was left undisturbed on the shore of the lake to sleep off her outburst. 

	Out of dead sleep came a sharp gasp of air as the malthrope's eyes shot open and her claws dug into the ground. Her mind had done her the disservice of picking up precisely where it had left off, and it took a few moments for her to realize that she was no longer plunging through the sky toward the ground.

	When her heart stopped racing and she'd caught her breath, she climbed dizzily to her feet. Her eyes scanned her surroundings. There was the lake. She'd seen it from the air, so they hadn't gone too far . . . though it did look different. Myn and Myranda were sleeping beside her. But there wasn't anyone else. Had they failed to rescue anyone? She shook more of the sleep from her head and looked again. There was food for her and a fire. She squinted her eyes at an indistinct form in the flames, the sight bringing a frown to her face.

	"It was you we rescued," she said sulkily.

	Ether stepped from the flames once more and resumed her human form.

	"Who would you have preferred?" the shapeshifter asked.

	"Pff. Anybody," she said, crossing her arms and looking away.

	"The antipathy is mutual, I assure you," Ether replied, scooping up the raw remainder of the meal that had been set aside for Ivy. "However, the resurrection of that beast has dispelled any doubt--or hope, for that matter--regarding the Great Convergence. She is the fifth, and we had indeed been united. As such, we are, by dint of poor consideration on the part of fate, partners until the D'karon are defeated."

	Ether held out the food. Ivy eyed it suspiciously. Hunger got the better of her and she took it.

	"So does this mean you aren't going to be mean anymore?" Ivy asked, mouth full.

	"I will behave as I have. I will merely no longer anticipate your death with eagerness," Ether said.

	"How nice of you," Ivy said flatly.

	"It is the circumstances that have changed, not I," she replied.

	"The circumstances didn't change. Myranda told you that the . . ." Ivy began, struggling to remember the appropriate word. ". . . Convergence happened way back when Myn died. If you'd have listened to her, you could have been not hoping I die for all of that time."

	"Indeed. Her insight into the course of destiny has been somewhat more accurate than I would have expected," Ether admitted.

	"Yeah, because she trusts people. She believes in people," Ivy jabbed.

	"A practice that continues to confound me with its success. I, for instance, would have never allowed your little experiment in constructive cowardice," Ether mused.

	Ivy furrowed her brow and ran the words through her mind again. If it had been spoken by anyone else, she would have asked what was meant by "experiment in constructive cowardice," but she would not give Ether the satisfaction.

	"When I fell from the sky, you mean!" she spouted triumphantly after a moment.

	"Indeed," she replied.

	"Oh, yeah, I guess that worked. I'm glad she let me do it, but . . . I don't think I'll do it again," Ivy said with a shudder.

	They were silent for a few moments. Ivy looked about once more, her eyes locking on the lake, considering it as she finished her meal. She remembered seeing it when she broke through the clouds. The terrifying proposition of falling to her death in its frozen waters had managed to cement the image in her mind. As she looked at it now from ground level, she could not shake the feeling that something was missing.

	"Didn't there use to be an island, a little one, right in the middle of this lake?" she finally asked.

	"Something resembling one. Myranda's rescue destroyed it," Ether explained.

	"Really? I . . . I think that means that every place we've been held in, we've wrecked!" Ivy said, a smattering of pride in her voice.

	"If Myranda is to be believed, the arena was still standing when she left it," the shapeshifter corrected.

	"That's true . . . close, though. Maybe we can get another shot at that one later," Ivy chirped cheerfully, as she shifted energetically. "I'm excited. I want to go now! Deacon's next, or Lain! How long have they been asleep?"

	"Long enough," Ether decided. She told herself it was because she wanted to waste no more time. The fact that it was not until Lain's name was mentioned that she felt the urge to move forward was irrelevant.

	The shapeshifter marched up to the sleeping dragon.

	"Awake, beast," she stated, in a voice powerful enough for it to seem like a command.

	Myn's eyes hoisted open sleepily, focusing on Ether and narrowing into angry slits. Myranda stirred and managed to pull herself from the dragon's grip.

	"She has a name, Ether," Myranda reprimanded.

	The wizard crawled out from under the dragon's craned neck and found her staff. The sky was brightening.

	"We can't travel during the day, we will be seen," Myranda said, stifling a yawn.

	"Now that you are not limited to the ground, there is always cover to be had," Ether said, gesturing toward the clouds.

	"Well, Myn. Are you up to it?" Myranda asked.

	The great beast sprang to her feet and unfurled her wings. No sooner had Myranda and Ivy climbed onto her back than she was in the air. A moment later and the windy form of Ether was beside them. Myn wheeled and pumped her wings, spiraling higher and higher in a less than subtle attempt to out-fly her airy rival. As she did, Ivy held tight and closed her eyes tighter.

	"I thought you liked to look at the ground," Myranda remarked.

	"I do. I like the way it looks from up close and I like the way it looks from far away. It's in between I don't like," she explained shakily.

	The trembling creature didn't open her eyes until she felt the familiar damp chill of the clouds. When they emerged above them, she thanked the gods that she had. The sky was a tapestry, beginning in the deepest of star speckled blues and progressing to violet and purple, to red, orange, rose, yellow, and blue. The feathery tops of the clouds were fiery yellow and radiant gold. And the sun . . . it had never been so bright and glorious. The biting chill of the rushing wind was tempered by the warm rays that fell upon them unfiltered by the dismal blanket of clouds. 

	Only Ether seemed immune to the wonder before them. She looked upon her fellow travelers with mild irritation, finally breaking them from their trance.

	"Why, might I ask, have you chosen to head in this direction?" said the shapeshifter.

	"I hadn't made an attempt to locate Lain or Deacon yet. I shall do so immediately," Myranda said, realizing her oversight.

	"No need. He lies in that direction," the windy form said with a gesture.

	"How do you . . ." Myranda began, stopping when she realized the answer.

	She could sense him already, without even putting her mind to it.

	"They aren't hiding him anymore," Myranda said, her voice edged with concern.

	"That's bad?" Ivy remarked in confusion.

	"It means that they want us to find him. It means he is the bait in a trap," Myranda said solemnly.

	"Oh . . ." Ivy replied. "Well, what do we do then? Find Deacon? Try to get more help?"

	"The other human is meaningless and there is no one who could hope to offer aid. Lain must be freed," Ether decreed, bursting off toward her target.

	With a word from Myranda, Myn was after the speeding form.

	 


Chapter 22

	It required a good deal more effort than before, but the dragon managed to keep pace with the determined shapeshifter. The golden sun rose slowly into the sky, but the beauty of it all was lost to them now. Tense minds were focused about the task at hand. Myranda ran a thousand possibilities through her mind, trying to work out what sort of dangers she might expect. Ivy breathed deeply and steadily, trusting that the others would know what to do when the time came. Myn's mind was a razor, the whole of her being focused on summoning all of the speed she could. She knew that Lain lie ahead and nothing in the world would keep her from him. 

	Ether's mind was a torrent of conflicting thoughts and emotions. Lain's soul smoldered ahead of her, weaker than it had ever been, and yet she'd never felt anything so intensely. She needed to free him. The purpose, the one guiding constant in the eternity of her existence, should have been the first thing on her mind. It was the last. In its place, she felt a symphony of emotions, most for the first time, and all focused on him. Fear of what may have been done to him. Hatred for those who had done it. Vengeance, desperation, desire . . . A chorus of discord, but all in agreement on one single thing: Lain must be freed. 

	#

	In the capital, the king lowered his withered form onto the throne, the crown heavy on his head. He looked to the portraits that lined the hall, paintings of his predecessors. Each head wore the same crown. For some, it had been a symbol of their leadership of the kingdom. That had been long ago. 

	The land was ruled by no king now. There had been no ceremony, no coronation, but, nevertheless, the power had passed to the generals long before his own time. He turned to the heavy door to his right. Raised voices echoed from behind it. Names he'd heard spoken more and more frequently, and with more and more fury, were again ringing out. One name rang out above the rest. Myranda. 

	The door burst open, the general called Demont rushing out. His superior, Bagu, called after him.

	"I don't care about anything else. Keep the Chosen from the capital! I shall punish you for your idiocy later, just make sure that they find Lain, and that they do not leave, understood!? Pull back your men from the front. Bring every available nearman to the capital immediately! We are too close to victory. There can be no more mistakes! I don't care about missing papers. I don't care about stolen crystals. Nothing matters but the gateway! Once it is open, all else will be an afterthought! Now go, you imbecile! Do as I say!" the general cried.

	A smile came to the face of the king.

	"Is something wrong, General? Feel as though things have slipped from your grasp? As though you've lost control? Perhaps you should seek my council. It is something I've had much experience coming to terms with," the king said.

	"Silence, old man," Bagu hissed.

	"I held my tongue while you controlled my kingdom thus far, because at least the land was protected, but I can keep silent no longer. I have heard you order Demont to pull back his men. What of mine?" the king challenged.

	"They will fight and die as their fathers did. They will learn what this war would have been if not for the aid of the D'karon," Bagu fumed. "It was not so long ago that this was what you'd sought."

	"I'd sought for our men to lay down their weapons, not lay down their lives. If you will not aid in the battle, then the battle must be ended. If you will not support my kingdom, then what use are you? Get me a messenger! No, get me a carriage! I shall deliver the proclamation of surrender myself!" the king demanded, leaping to his feet.

	"I cannot allow that. The war is a necessary distraction," replied the general.

	"The war was your only purpose! I will not leave my kingdom in your hands! I will not forsake my people!" the King raged.

	Bagu's fists tightened.

	"Your Majesty, I've something to show you. Something that might make things clear to you," Bagu smoldered.

	He disappeared into his office, emerging a moment later with a sand timer.

	"Do you see this, my king?" he asked, holding the delicate glass apparatus to his face.

	There was barely a sprinkle of sand left in the top bulb, and it slipped through, grain by grain.

	"This is your world, Your Majesty. Those are the final moments of your people drifting away. When the last grain of sand falls, a gateway will open, and through it will flow my people. This world will be ours. Were I you, oh mighty king, I would busy myself with the task of proving why we shouldn't crush your people in their entirety. North, South, Tresson, Alliance. You will all fall before us, and there is nothing that can be done," Bagu explained with grim steadiness. "You can kill me. You can kill the other generals. It won't matter. The end is here."

	Bagu placed the glass on the ground before the throne and stalked back into his sanctum. The king collapsed into the throne, his eyes fixed on the silvery sand that remained. He'd known throughout his life that he had no real power, that his whole purpose was to give his people some comfort and hope. In his years on the throne, he'd heard many whispers, collected much information on these men that had ruled in place of the crown. He knew they were not human. He knew the men they commanded were little more than shells. 

	Somehow, he had managed to convince himself that it was as it must be. That the way things were now was the best he could hope for, and that they would not change so long as he allowed the generals to continue. He had assumed that control of the Northern Alliance was all that they sought. Never had he imagined that through his inaction, he had doomed his kingdom and all others. For a few moments, his anger and resistance persisted, but the weight of hopelessness could only be heaved aside for so long. He hadn't the strength to resist, nor did his people. The D'karon had seen to that expertly. All that was left was to wait for the end, and pray it was a swift one. 

	#

	The cold, gray noon shined dimly down upon a small, ragged group marching north. In the sky was the unmistakable look of a blizzard. Deacon looked nervously at his new allies. The night before, there had seemed to be quite a few more soldiers. Indeed, there had been, but with the rising sun, most had scattered in all directions, carrying messages to be passed on to the others, and in search of others bearing messages. What remained were perhaps a dozen of the sturdier troops, an assemblage of men slightly past their prime, boys who had yet to reach their prime, a pair of women, and Deacon himself.

	"We usually traveled at night when I was with the others. To avoid being seen," Deacon explained anxiously, as he watched riders on a road at the far end of the field pause to watch them pass.

	"Too many of our own runners looking for us. If we hide, they won't find us," Tus stated.

	"Tus is right. What we need most right now is information. The Undermine is not the most sizable force, and it is spread very thin. We can't afford to waste the time of our messengers by staying out of sight if we want to be able to coordinate. Besides, you said yourself, the generals aren't paying attention to us. 'Bout time to change that, I'd say," Caya said with a grin. "Let 'em know who they ought to be afraid of."

	The comment met with a roar of approval that startled Deacon. He looked to the sky. He couldn't see anything, but he could feel it. Ether. She'd never made an attempt to hide herself before, and she certainly hadn't started. Even the most novice wizard would feel her presence from days away in any direction, and those they faced were no novices. The others were more subdued, requiring a skilled mind and a bit of luck to spot. He could not be sure, but they seemed to be traveling just slightly behind the shapeshifter. It wouldn't be long until they'd reached the mountain in the distance, the place from which Lain's soul suddenly began to shine like a beacon just hours ago.

	"Have you ever fought any of the generals? They are formidable," Deacon reminded.

	"As are we. We've got soldiers and a wizard. That makes us a match for anything that they can throw at us," Caya said.

	"Except more soldiers and more wizards," Deacon corrected.

	"What happened to your courage, man? Don't tell me you are afraid to die for this cause!" Caya said, slapping him on the back.

	"I don't mind dying for a cause. I just don't want to die beforehand," he said.

	Deacon tried to calm himself. He was unaccustomed to fear. It had never occurred to him to be afraid of something before. Things were not to be feared, they were to be understood. He was to learn from them. Now anxiety burned in his chest. He was not fearful for himself, or even for Myranda. He was fearful for the world. In the time since his escape, he'd felt a rhythm in the air. A barely detectable frequency at first--but, as time passed, it grew. Now it buzzed in his head, like the whole of the world was resonating with it. It was a power he couldn't identify, and it was massive.

	The first flakes of the blizzard began to fall and the group shifted its path to a nearby town. A figure standing at the city gates disappeared inside and reappeared a moment later, on horseback. He galloped toward them, slowing only when, at a word from Caya, bows were drawn and angled at him. He sat silently and sized up the group before him as Caya returned his calculating stare. He was dressed oddly, in that the ubiquitous gray cloak that served as the national garment was conspicuously replaced with a long rider's coat, accompanied by a scarf wrapped about his face. His horse was not a farm animal, but a beast of rare breeding. Everything about him screamed wealth and privilege, save for the fact that he was in the middle of a field in a quickly mounting blizzard. His steed was weighed down with a number of cloth-wrapped bundles.

	"Undermine!" the rider said, raising a hand in a peculiar sign, evidently to signal his allegiance.

	"Are you now?" Caya said with irritable familiarity. "I don't remember accepting you."

	"I know that voice," Deacon said, raising his crystal. "That is Desmeres. He is a traitor."

	"Impossible, Desmeres can't be a traitor. A traitor has to have some sort of loyalties to betray--or, at least, some principles. I’ve dealt with him before, he has nothing of the sort," Caya said, motioning for the bows to be lowered.

	"No, you don't understand, he is the one who helped the D'karon capture us," Deacon said frantically.

	"D'karon?" Tus questioned.

	"Err, the worst of the Alliance Army," clarified Deacon.

	Caya took on a stern look and motioned for the weapons to be readied again.

	"That association is over, I am afraid," Desmeres remarked casually, hopping to the ground. "And I will have you know that I am a man of very strong loyalties. It just so happens those loyalties are to myself. As for principles, I am about to betray them all."

	"Oh?" Caya said.

	Desmeres released one of the bundles and--slowly, so as to avoid triggering a salvo of arrows from the soldiers--undid its bindings and unrolled it. There, seeming to gleam with their own light, were blades of every shape and size. Short swords, long swords, hatchets, axes, daggers, knives, and shapes too unique to name. Each was a masterpiece, emblazoned with careful mystic engravings meaningless to all but Deacon and Desmeres.

	"Take them," he said in a pained tone.

	"These are your own creations. As I understand it, there are only two beings in the world you've deemed worthy to hold them," Caya said, looking over the weapons with hunger in her eyes.

	"Yes, and the Alliance has seen fit to destroy one such being. I offer them to you to see to it that the other worthy party is not similarly destroyed. And to taste a bit of this vengeance that seems so popular these days," Desmeres replied. "So take. One each and there should be enough for all of you. The balance will be off; I designed them for the Red Shadow."

	Caya snapped up the weapon nearest in size and shape to her own.

	"I don't know what you mean. They seem perfect to me," she said with glee, experimentally slicing the weapon through the air and beaming a wide smile at the satisfying ring it produced.

	"Compared to the relics you've had to use, I'm sure they seem that way," he replied.

	The others clambered for the weapons greedily. As they did, Desmeres pulled Deacon aside.

	"You might buy them with weapons, but I am slower to--" Deacon began.

	"Yes, yes. Healthy suspicion. Commendable. I don't have time for it, though," Desmeres said, thrusting a deceptively heavy bundle under Deacon's arm. "Don't open it until you find them all. All of the Chosen, understood? And here. I know you'd have little use for anything I might have had time to make, but I managed to liberate these. I think you might be able to get some use out of them. You may read them at your leisure."

	A thick leather messenger bag was pushed into his hands. Desmeres turned back to find the mat of weapons picked clean. He gathered it back up and mounted his steed once more.

	"Wait!" Caya called. "How is it that you found us? And how is it that you knew that Deacon would be with us?"

	"Our networks of informants have a good deal of overlap," he explained, turning his horse to the open field. "Oh, and do not get comfortable with those weapons. I'll be getting them back when you are through."

	"Over my dead body." Tus grinned, holding the bulkiest weapon, a battle ax. It looked like a toy in his hands.

	"If it comes to that," he replied, casting a final glance at his weapons, as a mother might when her children leave the nest.

	With that, he was off. Deacon pulled open his satchel and slid the large bundle inside, eagerly pulling open the messenger bag once both hands were free. He'd only managed to pull the first page out when Caya put her hand on it.

	"What was that?" she asked.

	"What? The page?" Deacon asked in confusion.

	"Where did you just put that big bundle Desmeres gave you?" she asked. "It couldn’t have fit into that little bag."

	"It is a localized distortion of dimensional . . . it is bigger inside than out," he explained.

	Caya nodded. "I see. Well, I'd say we find someplace out of the wind until this storm blows over. Once--"

	"No. No, there is no time for that!" Deacon objected.

	"Look here, wizard. Dedication is one thing, but we've got to reach them in one . . ." Caya began.

	Deacon pulled his crystal free and released it. The gem floated up slightly and took on a bright glow. The wind around them slowed to a slight breeze, the snow sprinkling gently down. All around the group, the wind whipped and raged, but among them it was gentle as a lamb.

	"Right . . . well, then we continue," Caya said, leaning over to Tus to add, "We should have gotten a wizard a long time ago." 

	#

	Above the clouds, the others flew until the sun neared the opposite horizon. Then, suddenly, Ether dove through the clouds, her windy body boring a tunnel through the icy mist. Myn dove after her. The clouds were thicker and denser than they had been that morning, and they had taken on an ominous darkness. Fat crystals of ice pelted them mercilessly as they made their way through, soon emerging into a swirling tempest of falling snow. There was no hint of the blizzard from above, but now it raged all around them. The wind whipped Myn side to side and threatened to tear her riders from her back.

	Ether was lost among the swirling flakes, but Myranda managed to guide Myn. What little light made it through the clouds served only to turn the world around them into a blur of gray and white. When the ground came, it seemed to leap out at them from nowhere. Myn landed as softly as she could, dislodging an unprepared Ivy in the process. Myranda climbed down and helped her to her feet.

	"Where are we?" she screamed over the howling wind.

	"The Eastern Mountains, about midway between Entwell and where I found you, but deeper among them," Myranda explained.

	"What's that smell?" Ivy asked, covering her nose.

	Myranda ventured a sniff of the freezing air. Even among the snow and bitter cold, she could detect something. It was a hot, acrid smell that clutched at the nose.

	"Brimstone," she replied.

	"This way! Quickly," came Ether's voice through the gales.

	They set off toward the sound and soon found her in her stone form, making her way steadily along the mountainside.

	"He is inside. We need to find a way in," Ether stated.

	"A way inside a mountain? I didn't know there were places to be inside a mountain. I thought there was just more mountain," Ivy said in confusion.

	"This mountain is different. It is that rare sort that is alive inside. Molten and vital, like the land when it was young. A fire mountain," Ether said, purposefully stalking along a steep bit of slope, crouched low and running her fingers along the rocky ground.

	Slowly she paced, until she seemed to find what she was looking for. Clasping her hands together, she hammered at the mountainside. Blow after blow rained down, seemingly with no result. Finally, she shifted to air and launched skyward. Moments later, her stone form came crashing down with earthshaking force. Cracks began to radiate outward from her crater, and the rumbling sound of stone giving way managed to momentarily surpass the din of the storm around them. With an earsplitting crash, a whole section of the mountainside slumped inward, crumbling to boulder-sized stones and exhaling a scalding hot breath of sulfurous fumes. The dust and snow settled around it to reveal a jagged, pitch-black tunnel leading into the heart of the mountain.

	"How did you--" Ivy began.

	"Never mind that--this way, quickly!" she ordered, leaping inside.

	Myranda looked hesitantly into the gaping hole in the mountain. It was large. Large enough for Myn to slip through with room to spare. With great care, she navigated the broken ground down into the tunnel, Ivy on her heels. It was like walking into a furnace. The air was heavy with choking fumes. When the others had cleared the entrance, Myn slipped in. Whereas for Myranda and Ivy the heat pressed down on them like leaden weights, Myn seemed instantly revitalized by it. Her eyes closed as she let the intensity of it replace the biting cold she'd left behind. The satisfaction was more than apparent on her face.

	"Well, at least she's happy," Ivy said.

	After a few moments to adjust to the massive swing in temperature, the heroes rushed to catch up with Ether. Myranda lit the way with her own magic, as the staff she held contained no enchantments for illumination. In contrast, it had quite a few for extinguishing light. 

	The walls of the tunnel were rough and wavy, and colored a lustrous black. As they moved on, it twisted and folded upon itself, taking a meandering path toward the recesses of the mountain. The heat grew steadily as they moved deeper. With it grew the understanding of Ether's words. The mountain did seem alive. Deep in the walls were faint rumbles and groans. Periodically, there came shudders, the walls trembling as though something were moving just beyond their surface. The air swept past them in ever-warmer breezes. 

	Then there was the glow. It came in tiny shafts from cracks in the walls; a deep, primordial red. 

	#

	In a field, surrounded by the Undermine as they rested, Deacon was in a panic. They were far, too far to be reached in anything less than a few days, and they had stopped. They had found Lain--or, at least, found where he was hidden. If their past encounters were any indication, they would be moving on soon after. There wasn't enough time to catch up with them. This was troubling, but it was not the source of his panic. Indeed, he had expected, even anticipated it. What concerned him was the presence he felt elsewhere. 

	The pages offered to him by Desmeres were a very detailed summary of some of the more fundamental principles of D'karon magic, as well as personal notes made by Epidime himself. With their help he'd been able to attune himself far more closely with the unique energies their magics created. It made them clear to his mind's eye like never before. What he discovered was a focus of activity near the capital--a massive force gathered about a gleaming ember of magic. The ember was a dormant but powerful spell, waiting to be awakened, and it had a counterpart very near to where Lain was located. The scenario was revealing itself to him, and it spelled ambush.

	The contents of the messenger bag had clearly been selected with great care. Desmeres was no fool. He knew that too much information would take too much time to pore through. No, he'd plucked choice bits of data, specific dispatches, individual pages. Desmeres had a plan for these pages, and it was a brilliant one. There were no instructions, no indication of what Desmeres had in mind, but the pieces he'd provided opened a single avenue of possibility. It was a narrow one, and called for considerable risk, but it was nonetheless a possible route to salvation.

	"You should get some sleep. That mind of yours must need a fair amount of rest to work those wonders," Caya suggested.

	"No time. Besides, I don't know if I could keep the storm from burying us if I am asleep," he muttered.

	"Oh, yes. The storm. I'd forgotten," Caya said, glancing at the impossible way that the wind and snow seemed to purposely avoid them.

	Deacon looked to her. "How quickly can your troops ready themselves when the time comes?"

	"My soldiers can be ready at moment's notice. Pray tell, what time is coming?" she asked.

	"The time for battle. If I am right, it will come soon, and suddenly," he said, continuing to mumble to himself aloud. "I can't create it . . . they have to create it . . . can't close it . . . but once it is open . . ." 

	 


Chapter 23

	After a few narrow bends in the bowels of the mountain proved a tight squeeze for Myn, the path and the others followed began to level. It merged with a handful of similar tubes, eventually leading to a still-wider passage that had some signs of use. The rough floor had been walked smooth, and scattered among the walls were glowing gems. At choke points in the path, there seemed to be thin metal bars clinging like vines to the curved walls. Nowhere was there the slightest hint of resistance, not a single guard.

	The heat was beginning to wear on Ivy and Myranda. The latter was wringing wet with sweat, her boots hissing gently with each step. Ivy’s mouth was slightly open and every few moments she had to consciously prevent herself from panting. It was difficult to say how long they had been trudging though the dark interior of the mountain, as each moment seemed to crawl by. The stone-on-stone clack of Ether's footsteps guided them onward tirelessly. 

	Then, suddenly, Myn stopped. She drew a deep breath of air through her nose and flicked her tongue. A moment later, she was running as quickly as the confined passageway would allow, Ether's pace quickening to a run as well. The others forced their tortured bodies forward. When they reached Myn again, she was scrabbling to get through a bottleneck in the tunnel that was far too small for her. Her claws dug long grooves in the stone and her heaving thrusts fairly shook the walls, but still she could not pass.

	"Easy, Myn. Calm down and let us through. If Lain is in there, we will find him," Myranda said.

	With eyes wide and maddened with desperation, the dragon let them pass and watched pleadingly as they entered a cavernous chamber on the other side of the opening. Ivy and Myranda pushed into the intense heat of the room. The fumes here were a thick haze that burned the eyes. Glowing crystals speckled the tall, domed ceiling, but what little light there was came not from them but from the deep crimson glow in the floor. A ring-shaped trough engraved into the floor released an ominous red light, illuminating the stone spire at its center. There, his hands and feet fused into the very stone, was Lain himself.

	The signs of torture were too numerous to count. There was not an inch of exposed flesh that did not bear some manner of scar, gash, or burn. The skin hung from withered, emaciated arms and legs. He was breathing, but only just, with the breaths drifting painfully in amid a quiet, painful wheeze. Ether had already leapt to the spire and was easily cleaving the stone with her rocky claws. In moments, his feet were free. His weakened form was draped over her shoulder as the last of the stone was carefully chipped from around his hands. She leapt from the spire and lowered him to the ground. Instantly, Ivy and Myranda ran to his side.

	"Do your work quickly. We need to leave this place," Ether said, eying the crystals shining above them with suspicion. One with a bluer tint prompted a more prolonged stare.

	"Is he all right? Is he going to be all right?" Ivy asked desperately, amid a flare of blue.

	"Just be calm. I will do my best," Myranda said, looking with concern at the tremendous task ahead of her.

	Lain was more dead than alive. The fact that he had been freed was only now registering in his savaged mind. Eyes veiled in a gray haze attempted to focus on the blurry form bending over him, but to no avail. His ears, however, were still healthy, and he recognized the voices. Thoughts were moving slowly and vaguely through his usually razor-sharp mind. He could feel magic at work on him. Wounds were closing. Fog was lifting. As a hint of clarity returned to him, a single, burning thought brushed the others aside. He tried to shift his eyes to the exit, a ragged breath fighting its way into his tattered lungs.

	"Go . . ." he croaked.

	"We've come to save you, Lain, we won't leave without you," Myranda replied.

	Lain struggled and gulped down another breath of the acrid air.

	"R . . . Run!" he ordered, fingers closing about Myranda's cloak.

	As if in reaction to his cry, there came a metallic sliding from the opening and a renewed clawing from Myn. The bars that had lined the walls were slithering into place, nearly strangling Myn until she managed to pull her head free. Before Myranda could raise her staff to offer the slightest counterspell, one of the long metal tendrils lashed out, knocking the weapon from her hand and wrapping around her, and drawing her back against the wall. A second and third bar pursued the others. One caught Ivy about the leg. The other twined about Ether, but a moment later, it was writhing uselessly about in the air she had become.

	The shapeshifter burst toward the blue gleam above just in time to see it dislodge itself and launch through her, revealing itself to be the accursed halberd they'd faced so many times before. The crystal tore at her as it passed through, but Ether shrugged off the pain and chased after it. It was too late. The weapon had thrust itself into Lain's hand. Instantly, a terrible and all too familiar look of cold intellect came to his face. 

	Ether tried to attack, but Epidime willed Lain's lightning reflexes to the task and deflected every attempt. Ether's airy form was ill-equipped to defend against the assault. Before long, she had to pull back and regroup. The usurped Lain surveyed his surroundings. The living metal bar wrapped tightly about Myranda was on the verge of crushing her. What little concentration she could manage was entirely dedicated to holding off its grip. Ivy was fighting both the tendrils that gripped her body and the fear that gripped her mind valiantly, but with a metal bar coiled about each limb, she was beginning to tire. Myn stood just out of the range of the flailing metal bars and watched helplessly from the tunnel.

	"I must say, I was beginning to grow weary of waiting. I've always prided myself on my patience, but once I'd weakened this assassin's surprisingly firm mind, I had very little worth doing while I awaited your arrival," he remarked. "Not that this little encounter is what I would call worthwhile. It is a victory, to be sure, but you will be pleased to know I consider it to be a hollow one. You were defeated not by the D'karon, but by the rules of the game. Worthy opponents such as yourselves deserve better. That said, I am not so foolish as to allow you to survive."

	With that, he swung his halberd to speed and leveled it at Myranda's throat. There was a deafening clang and a spray of sparks. Ether had swept in and assumed her stone form, her arm held defensively.

	"Well," Epidime said. "You've gotten a bit faster at that. I rather thought that you might be the greatest challenge."

	The possessed form of Lain stepped quickly back and twirled the weapon in a sequence of wide loops, building speed as it went. Soon, the tip was fairly hissing through the air. Ether stalked toward him. With carefully calculated timing, Epidime directed an attack at the shapeshifter. A clang of steel echoed off of the walls as a blow powerful enough to chip away at Ether's stony form met its mark. She recovered quickly and continued to move toward him. 

	As the weapon clashed again and again, Ivy watched, her mind ablaze as she fought the metal grip

	She felt fear, anger, desperation, hatred. None of them would do. Anger would bring pain, and possibly death. Hatred . . . no, never again. Fear took the place of the other emotions, but this too was no good to her, and she did her best to bury it down. There was only one thing that could help her now. She knew what she needed to do, but she didn't know how. It had happened once before, if only she could remember . . . 

	Expert timing and inhuman speed landed countless attacks on Ether without so much as a single blow being returned. Her rocky form was striped with cracks and lacerations, and the repeated strikes with the crystal had reduced her strength to nearly nothing. The shapeshifter needed relief, needed to escape, but she knew that any other form would be instantly struck down--or, worse, would squander the last of her energy and leave her a helpless, drifting mind once more. 

	Epidime sensed this, raising the intensity of his attacks. When victory seemed certain, he began to highlight his attacks with mocking taunts.

	"Remarkable creatures, these malthropes. I've seldom encountered such boundless stamina. And after days of starvation and torture, as well. Truly a wonder, and truly a shame that very shortly they shall be extinct," Epidime said with a grin.

	He rained blows upon Ether, the battered creature no longer strong enough to mount a defense. As he raised his weapon to deliver what would surely be a final blow, a blaze of white light filled the chamber. The sudden outburst proved distracting enough for Ether to fall clear of the strike, collapsing weakly to the ground. Epidime turned to the source of the blaze, shading his eyes against its intensity.

	There, amid the groan of straining steel and the creaking of stone, was Ivy, immersed in a pure white aura. Her eyes, now piercingly white, fixed on Epidime. There was no anger, no fear, just iron determination in her expression. Only once before had she managed such a transformation. Driven only by duty, she'd achieved it in her escape from the fort that had nearly claimed Myranda's life. With the strength brought by her new form, she levered her feet free and now stood with them planted on the wall, pushing with all of her might against the failing grip of the metal tendrils that coiled about her arms. Her clothes rustled in the arcane wind that seemed to surge from her in all directions. Steadily, the writhing steel tentacles began to lose their grips.

	Epidime turned his focus to this new threat, directing his will to the failing restraints as he charged at her. The iron grips tightened, causing Ivy to falter and crouch lower to the wall. The charging halberd-bearer was mere steps away when the stone that anchored the tendrils finally gave way. Ivy uncoiled and cannoned into the form barreling toward her. The pair became a tumbling tangle of flailing limbs and brilliant light. Drawing upon instincts and training deep within Lain's mind, Epidime shifted and angled his body with each roll. Finally, planting his feet on Ivy's midsection, he launched her off of him and rolled to his feet in a single, fluid motion. Before his eyes, Ivy pivoted in midair, landing in a dead run.

	The dark wizard scarcely had the time to admire the poetry in motion he'd witnessed before he was forced to ready his weapon. What followed was a true sight to behold. Two minds, each rivaled only by the other in acuteness of the senses and sharpness of the reflexes, engaged in the most unusual of battles. 

	Epidime knew not what to think. Ivy was attacking, but she wasn't. In motions both graceful and awkward, she was bobbing, weaving, lunging, and diving. Now she reached toward the retreating halberd, now she backed away. She seemed to have no interest whatsoever in striking Epidime himself. It was not until she finally succeeded that Epidime understood her goal.

	Ivy's fingers closed around the shaft of the halberd, grasping the weapon just below Epidime's own grip. Steadying herself, Ivy attempted to tear it away from him, but it would not move. Epidime contorted Lain's face into an out-of-place, sinister grin once again. There was a flare of light within his crystal and the whole of the halberd seemed to darken. It had been black before, but now it seemed to devour the light around it until it was little more than a shaft of pure, ebony midnight. The surface was cold, an agonizing, sizzling cold that burned and bit at Ivy's hands, but her grip would not relent. She stared into his eyes, through them, into his soul. Epidime stared back at her, his madness in Lain's eyes.

	"Remove the evil weapon and it will release your friend, eh? A clever realization. I wouldn't have thought one of your surging transformations capable of such an epiphany. Intriguing. Blue is fear, red is anger, but what is white? Is it hate? Is it love? Is it an emotion at all? Or have you somehow learned to control what we've done to you? Only one way to find out, I suppose," he mused as the pair struggled against one another.

	The crystal flared again. Instantly, the burning in Ivy's hands was joined by a pressure on her mind, an unwanted influence trying to work its way in. In its natural state, Ivy's mind would have been simple to enter, but there was nothing natural about the state her mind was in now. It was consumed by a singular, pure, all-encompassing purpose. A will hard as diamond poured energy from her. Epidime fought the current, pouring more and more of his will to the task.

	"You may be able to resist me now . . . but you cannot keep this up for long, can you?" Epidime managed to taunt.

	Suddenly, Ivy lurched forward. Lain's body and Epidime's mind had been fully committed to keeping Ivy from pulling away the weapon. Now she was pushing. Before he could compensate, Epidime found himself running backward to keep from falling. He withdrew from her mind to probe for Lain's instincts once more. Just as the perfect counter maneuver surfaced, time ran out. The pair met the wall with crushing force. Lain collided with the narrow section of wall beside the entryway. A heartbeat later, Ivy collided with him. The wind rushed from his lungs, but he did not release the weapon. Suddenly, Ivy buckled to the ground as, through her clothes, the burning of her Mark became visible.

	"Lain is still a Chosen. Every action against him is a knife in your own back!" Epidime gloated.

	The blazing white aura about Ivy had faded somewhat, but still she held firm. As the Mark finished meting out its punishment, she climbed to her feet and resumed her tug of war on the halberd. Epidime staggered a bit before he managed to mount an effective resistance again. 

	The general opened his mouth to issue another taunt, but something interrupted him. Something tightened about his waist with crushing strength. He looked down to see a bundle of muscle and gleaming red scales pulled taught around him. A glance over his shoulder revealed that he'd let his attentions stray too far from the task of controlling the metal vines. Myn had managed to bend and rend enough of them to snake her tail through, and now it was locked about him with every ounce of strength the dragon could muster. She didn't understand what was happening, but she didn't need to. The only thing that mattered was getting her friend away from this place, and she meant to do it.

	The dragon pulled in one direction, the malthrope in the other. Lain's body dangled off of the ground, bones creaking and tendons straining. Epidime split his mind between the tasks of augmenting Lain's failing muscles enough to maintain his grip and summoning a spell that would end the meddlesome dragon. His joints popped and twisted, sending a shudder of pain through Ivy and Myn alike as their actions took their toll on a fellow Chosen. The hesitation was enough of an opening for him to launch the spell, a ball of crackling black energy, at the dragon. 

	He watched with morbid interest as it streaked through the air. A shimmering wall manifested in the path of the destructive spell, dispersing it. At the same time, Epidime could feel his fingers being levered open by an unseen force. He turned his head and spat a string of otherworldly syllables, words never before uttered in this world but nonetheless understood for the profanities they were. 

	Myranda was standing, free, with her staff in hand.

	With Epidime's mind otherwise occupied, Myranda had managed to escape from her restraints. Now she focused all that she had into loosening Epidime's grip. For a few long moments, the only sounds were the crackle of bones and the stifled agony of Myn, Ivy, and Myranda as they incurred the wrath of their marks. Finally, Lain's fingers opened. Ivy was thrown back, the weapon hurling from her fingers. As Lain's body fell, motionless, from Myn's grip, the halberd took a wild, clattering path across the ground, screeching to a stop. A moment later, the crystal flared and it launched itself toward them. The heroes braced themselves. There was an ear-shattering clash as the weapon struck something.

	There, twisting and shaking to get free, was the halberd. Locked about it were the crumbling fingers of Ether. Powerful arcs of black magic were surging from the weapon, splashing against her stony form and pushing back the others. The shapeshifter staggered to her feet and took a few unsteady steps before a thick bolt of power shattered one of her legs. She dropped to the ground. The failing glow that was her eyes shifted about the floor. Finally, she gripped the halberd with her other hand and with one final heave, lurched into the channel carved into the floor.

	There was the crackle and scrape of stone on stone as she plummeted down the narrow crevice, but Ether's grip held. A moment later, the bundle of stone and weapon was driven deep into a thick, molten flow. The halberd shuddered as its metal took on a brilliant glow. The air buzzed about it one last time before it was swallowed by the liquid stone. The still-faintly flickering form of Ivy strode to the edge of the channel and peered into the glowing depths. Assured that her task was complete, the transformation released her and she collapsed to the ground, eyes still faintly open.

	"Wha-what?" She panicked, struggling against restraints that weren't there.

	Myranda rushed to her and pulled her away from the edge. Ivy slowly realized that something had happened.

	"I . . . Did I do something?" she asked, climbing shakily to her feet.

	"You did so much," Myranda said, helping her. "But come, we need to help Lain and get him out of here."

	The mention of Lain's name shook the cobwebs from Ivy's mind. She hurried to his side, but skidded to a stop.

	"What is happening?" she cried.

	There was the sickening pop of joints pulling back into place on their own amid sudden jerking motions. He was rising to his feet unnaturally, seemingly hanging from unseen threads that pulled him upright with little concern for things like gravity or balance. The writhing of the metal tendrils near the door began anew, forcing Myn further into the narrow tunnel. Lain's head lifted and his eyes opened. An awful, impossible smile came to his face.

	"No . . . It isn’t possible!" Myranda said in horror.

	In a blur of motion, Lain's fingers were about her neck, closing with strength they shouldn't have. He lifted her from the ground.

	"You are to be commended. I took up the halberd centuries ago. No one until now has been able to destroy it," he said.

	Myranda tried to put her mind to a spell, but he sent her crashing to the ground with a vicious throw. With the wizard dazed, he raised his hands to finish the job. Ivy dove onto his back.

	"You can't be Epidime!" she cried.

	A pulse of magic threw her from his back. He turned and stalked toward her, the greater threat. The same darkness that had encompassed his weapon now seemed to be pooling about his hands, trailing from them as he walked. He grasped at the air and Ivy suddenly felt a crushing force about her. She was hoisted into the air and held before him. Slowly, he paced toward the channel of lava with her.

	"A weakness is a useful thing, Ivy," he said calmly, as though to a student. "Once those who would destroy you discover it, it is all that they target. It makes people predictable. They rely upon it, expend all of their energy on it. I don't have a weakness, so I provided myself with one."

	With his other hand, he willed Myranda into the air.

	"It is just as well you destroyed it. In the years since I selected the halberd, I've been through the minds of hundreds of warriors skilled in thousands of other weapons. In truth, I was beginning to feel constrained. In the future, I shall have to select something more benign. A medallion--or a ring, perhaps."

	Myranda's eyes slowly began to focus. She raised her hand, only to have it pinned down again. The blow had dizzied her, but already her senses were returning. She focused her mind on Lain. Not the body, but the soul within. Epidime was on the surface now, a greasy black slick in her mind's eye, staining Lain's form with his influence. Far behind it was the tiniest flicker of the soul she knew. She reached out to it.

	"No, no, no. That will not do," Epidime scolded.

	With a flick of his fingers, Myranda was hurled to the center of the room, bouncing painfully against the spire that had held Lain. She fell, barely catching the scalding hot edge of the channel. Instantly, there came a crash strong enough to shake the walls--then another. 

	Epidime turned to find Myn throwing herself against the entryway. Cracks were creeping along the walls. What remained of the metal vines were little more than twisted, useless lengths of metal. With one final heave, she shattered a piece of the wall away, charging into the chamber. The dragon pounded past Epidime and skidded to a stop at the edge of the channel, scooping Myranda to safety. She then turned to Epidime, a look of betrayal in her eyes.

	"Ah, Myn. You bring an interesting mix of emotions to Lain's head. Surprise, relief," Epidime said, eying the gashes the creature had suffered in her attempts to enter. "Concern. I wouldn't have thought the old assassin capable."

	Myn was growling, though the word had not been conceived with a dragon in mind. It was a sound like distant, rolling thunder. It was a sound that shook the earth. Epidime dropped Ivy unceremoniously from his grip.

	"Well, Myn, what will it be?" Epidime said.

	Myn took a few significant steps toward him, placing the stricken heroes behind her.

	"You know, I have the greatest respect for dragons. They have minds capable of great wisdom. Far greater than most mortals, given the time to develop it. Unfortunately, the assortment of instincts that keeps you alive in the wild is, alas, ill-suited to understanding abstract concepts. You thus cannot be blamed for your failure to grasp why your beloved Lain has begun to act so strangely. Nor can you be expected to realize that standing between a wizard and his target is a worthless and foolish gesture," Epidime explained slowly.

	Myranda and Ivy cried out simultaneously. Myn turned to see waves of black energy burning around them like dark flames. She turned back to find Epidime volleying a pair of attacks at her. As the crackling energy splashed across her scales, blistering them in a way that no fire could and wracking her with pain, the part of her that would not allow her to hurt Lain was finally pushed aside by a far more fundamental instinct. In a blur of movement, Myn pounced on Lain's body, pinning him to the ground beneath a massive foreclaw. Her talons curled over his shoulders, cleaving the stone on either side of his head. Instantly, she felt the burn of divine punishment surge outward from the Mark on her wing.

	"Cruel, isn't it?" Epidime wheezed. "The Mark punishes you for disloyalty to the cause, and in doing so has made you helpless. As I said, it is the rules of the game that have beaten you."

	A flex of his mind lifted Myn into the air and launched her at the spire in the center of the room. She shattered through it and slid to a stop on the opposite side, writhing in pain. Lain's body rose from the ground and alighted on his feet.

	"Now I am afraid it is time to . . ." Epidime began.

	There was a new rumbling now, one that made the growl of the dragon seem like a kitten's purr. The whole mountain was shaking. Without the spire in its center, the circular channel was nothing more than a pit, and from within it came a glow like the fires of hell. It grew brighter, and the rumble louder, until the very ceiling seemed ready to collapse. There emerged from the pit a massive form, glowing like the inside of a kiln and throwing off a heat to match. It was Ether. A few minutes immersed in the molten lifeblood of the mountain had brought her a strength she'd not known for thousands of years.

	The shapeshifter climbed out of the hole, stooping to fit in the chamber. The floor beneath her feet melted and boiled. Her eyes, brilliant golden pools set in a radiant crimson face, turned to Epidime, who stepped toward her.

	"Resilient little things, aren't you? This is all very impressive. What will you do now? Kill me? I do hope so. It would destroy you, and after this demonstration, I must say I am not sure how else to achieve it," he taunted, stepping so close that the heat that poured off of her was beginning to make Lain's fur scorch and smoke.

	Ether moved cautiously away from him, but he pressed closer. The black fire continued to plunge the others into mind searing agony, and soon began to roil across the body of the slowly recovering dragon. The shapeshifter had never been so powerful, and yet had never been so helpless. There was nothing she could do to stop his magic from doing its work without hurting or killing Lain. Epidime stepped closer still. The bandages on Lain's chest began to smolder, blacken, and fall away. Beneath, there was the glint of gold.

	Lain's face wore a look of arrogant satisfaction as he brought up another cascade of black fire to torment Ether's massive form. Deep in his mind, Epidime knew that the easiest, most certain way of destroying Ether was to coax her into destroying a fellow Chosen, but doing so would take time and the others could not be allowed to escape, so he turned his attentions to them. The spells were doing their work, dark flames sapping what little strength they had left, but these were durable creatures, resilient and resourceful. The magic had always been quite enough in the past, but not this time. No matter. If magic alone was not enough, there were simpler ways. 

	He approached Ivy and picked up a stone that had been dislodged from the ceiling. He raised it. He brought it down.

	One of his legs faltered, sending him stumbling back and shattering the stone on the ground. Epidime grunted in anger. Something was wrong. He could feel the spells holding the others at bay tapering off. He poured more of his will into them until they met with his satisfaction and attempted to approach his prey once more, but his leg would not obey. Just as a dim realization came to his mind, his left hand shot to his chest, claws closing about the gleaming golden badge hidden beneath the bandages there. He gripped the fingers with his right hand and attempted to pry them free, but slowly the golden disc began to pull away. Beneath it, a brilliant gold light began to flare.

	"Think about this, Lain. This will only destroy you. You are doing my work for me," Epidime urged, the beginnings of pain in his voice as the spirit of Lain fought to regain control.

	Still, the fingers did their work.

	Epidime sighed in frustration and extended his right hand to the glowing pit in the center of the chamber, twisting the fingers into an arcane gesture.

	"It is my own fault, of course. I overextended myself. I shall have to resort to a somewhat less elegant contingency plan," he struggled to say.

	There was a flash of mystic light in his eyes. Instantly, the bowels of the mountain began to stir, rattling the whole of the chamber and producing an ominous rumble from its central pit. Finally, the golden seal was torn from his chest and he cried out in a howl of pain that seemed to echo with two voices at once. He wavered and finally dropped to the ground. At the same moment, the dark flames that tore at his allies wafted away. 

	 


Chapter 24

	Myranda struggled to her feet and rushed to Lain just as the divine light of his Mark faded to nothing. Lain was alive, but whatever vitality Epidime had brought to the tortured form had left with him. He was weak, drawing slow and painful breaths in a sort of half consciousness. Myranda tried to pull her weakened mind to the task of offering some sort of aid, but she hadn't the strength for the simplest of healing spells. Epidime's attacks had cut deeper than any physical attack could.

	"Is he all right? Is he . . . is he Lain again?" Ivy asked, as she limped to Myranda's side and handed her the staff.

	The ailing Myn joined them a moment later, nosing the half-dead form of Lain. Her eyes were a swirl of sorrow, concern, and guilt.

	"He's Lain," Myranda assured, sensing nothing of the influence that had tainted him before, "but he is hurt badly. He needs help, or I don't know how much longer he will last."

	"Get him out of this place. Epidime has started something that I am not certain I can stop!" Ether declared, looking down into the growing glow within the pit in the chamber's center.

	"Myn, you can move far more surely than we can in this place. Can you get us to the outside?" Myranda asked.

	Myn responded by crouching low. Lain was loaded onto her back and the others joined him.

	"I will hold it as long as I can," Ether said. "But go--quickly! It will not be for long!"

	With that, she dove back into the pit. 

	Myn launched herself out into the tunnel. Her sensitive nose followed the scent of fresh air. Her injuries were many, but she forced the pain aside. She had a job to do now, and she would succeed. She navigated the darkened corridors with catlike grace. The crooked, roundabout path that had brought them here was abandoned for what seemed to be a far more direct and more traveled one. Before long, the air began to carry the chill of the still-raging storm outside. There was the sound of a crushing collapse behind them, followed by a rush of hot air. Then came a long, low rumble. The roar grew steadily, growing sharper and more distinct. Soon it was joined by a hot wind and amber glow from behind. Not a moment too soon, the group reached the frigid exit to the tunnel.

	The dark cave emptied into a tall, narrow valley. Snow crunched beneath Myn's feet, the icy wind instantly chilling her riders to the bone. The dragon leapt into the air and spread her wings, but the frenzied efforts to reach Lain had taken a considerable toll on them. After a few painful and abortive attempts to remain aloft, Myn resigned herself to running. Myranda huddled close to the dragon's back, holding Lain down. She trembled uncontrollably, her sweat-soaked clothes already crackling in the mountain air. The cold managed to cut through the dizziness that clouded her mind, making her acutely aware of a very powerful and terribly familiar power in the air.

	"Faster, Myn! Faster!" she urged.

	Myn thundered through the swirling snow of the blizzard, her mind resolutely focused on the most direct path down the mountain, but already the threat Myranda feared was beginning to form. 

	It started as a ripple in mid-air, a distortion amid the white wall of raging snow. The ripple darkened and spread--slowly at first, then surging. In moments, the whole of the valley was blocked by a massive, churning, black void. Finally, the void cleared from the center outward. It revealed a torchlit courtyard, calm in spite of the blizzard in the valley. It was lined with row after row of nearmen and demon armors, and the hulking figures of five massive dragoyles. 

	Myn skidded to a stop and began to back away from the army that faced them. The nearmen were marching through by the dozen, and one of the massive beasts strode out among them, followed by a second.

	The faithful dragon turned to the steep walls of the valley and began to scale one, the others clinging desperately to her back, but the massive dragoyle roared into the air and swiped at the comparatively tiny form, missing narrowly. Myn half slid, half climbed back to the valley floor, barely avoiding the shattered rubble knocked away by the attack. The ranks of troops were closing around them as Myn looked frantically for some means of escape. As she gushed gouts of flame at the soldiers nearest to her, and lashed her tail at others, one nearman climbed atop a nearby outcropping. He shuddered for a moment, then addressed them with an unmistakable tone of confidence.

	"It always reduces to brute force, doesn't it?" declared Epidime in his new host, his voice ringing out with unnatural clarity amid the clash of sword on scale and the roar of fiery breath. "This time is different, though. There will be no offers of mercy. There will be no chances to surrender. This time you die."

	He drew his sword, but quickly regarded it with disdain. Slowly, his gaze turned to the hulking dragoyle. It opened its serrated maw and heaved a breath of miasma that whipped away uselessly in the winds of the blizzard. The smile broadened on his face. Suddenly, the intellect left the face of the nearman. A moment later, the largest of the dragoyles froze momentarily. The empty hollows of its eyes took on a distinctive orange glow and looked upon the heroes with intelligence and resolve.

	Myn plowed through the tide of foes that flooded the valley, but there was no place to go. Epidime charged after them, trouncing his own soldiers with little regard. Dozens more flooded in with every moment. Ivy flared weakly with the blue aura of fear as she held tenaciously to the dragon's back, but the transformation inside the mountain had left her with little more than the strength to remain conscious--and barely that. It was all that Myranda could do to keep Lain from being hurled from Myn's back into the bloodthirsty throng. There was naught but madness. Then came the sounds.

	The first was a crack like thunder, but from deep inside the mountain. A fault erupted boiling hot fumes as it ran down the mountainside to the mouth of the cave. The second sound was a hissing whine, almost beyond the range of hearing. It seemed to emanate from everywhere at once. Then, more distinctly, from the portal. The mountainside quaked again, and deep orange molten stone erupted from the fault. It did not rush forward. It seemed to mound upward, rolling up itself and pushing the slope aside. Finally, it settled into a towering figure. The arctic winds turned the surface onyx-black in moments. 

	It was Ether, her eyes radiating orange heat, towering even over the massive dragoyles. One of the still-mindless beasts charged her. She pulled back, white-hot molten stone showing through cracks when she moved, and sent the creature hurtling into the valley wall with a massive backhand.

	As the piercing tone grew louder, all eyes turned to the portal. The edges had turned from black to a feathery white. Another dragoyle was stepping through. Just as its forelegs touched the snowy earth, the edge of the portal surged inward. The window into the courtyard shrunk toward the center of the massive mystic gateway; in its place, there came a new view, a view of a hilly countryside. Finally, the edge of the portal passed through the dragoyle. The half that had made it into the valley fell away from the portal and writhed briefly. There was no sign of the rest. As the neatly-bisected monstrosity came to a rest, a dozen wild-eyed warriors rushed into the valley from the portal's new target. The nearmen and armor beasts unlucky enough to meet them first were torn to pieces. Gleaming blades split the shields of their foes like clay as the frenzied troops carved a swath through the nearmen. 

	Epidime launched himself at the new foes, but Ether brought down a crushing blow that knocked him to the ground. The other beast recovered and attacked her.

	As the titanic clash continued, Myranda looked through the chaos of snow and battle. On the other side of the portal, a look of complete concentration on his face, was Deacon.

	"Myn! Through the portal!" she cried.

	The dragon took off like a bolt. She bounded through the valley of clashing swords and battle cries, leaping from one clearing to another and knocking aside D'karon soldiers like a ship cutting through the waves. As she drew nearer, the rundown but maddened soldiers who had come to their rescue began to pull back. The nearmen pulled together and put up a final defense, their swords cutting notches into Myn's thick scales with every step. Behind, the thundering footsteps of a dragoyle were drawing near. 

	With a final leap, the group of heroes plunged through the portal, crashing to the icy ground on the other side and grinding to a halt.

	Myn turned to the portal. The ragged soldiers were making their way back through. The ground on the other side of the portal was shaking as the massive dragoyle pounded ever closer. Only a pair of soldiers were left on the other side. Myranda tried to steady her shaky nerves enough to recognize them. One was a massive man swinging an ax with one hand and a sword with the other. It could only be Tus. The second, then, could only be Caya. Tus reduced a swath of soldiers to powder and twisted metal, shouldering his way through to the other side of the portal. The dragoyle was so near, the hissing breath could be heard even over the crashing of claws and howling wind. Caya leapt through the portal a half-step ahead of the beast. Its head passed through the portal, scattering the assembled soldiers, but a stony black hand clutched it about the neck and brought it to a halt. The monster drew in a breath of icy air. Next would be a cloud of black death.

	Suddenly, the portal snapped shut about the beast's neck and its wrangler's wrist. The two massive forms dropped to the earth, and rocked to stillness. After a moment, there arose a thunderous cry of victory. Warriors young and old slapped each other on the back and reveled in the thrill of the moment. Only one man was silent. His head was heavy from the exertion, but the concern he felt could not be set aside. He approached Myn. She'd settled to her haunches, her head resting on the ground as she heaved great clouds of exhausted breath. Her eyes regarded the approaching form with weary suspicion before she closed them and rolled her head lightly toward him. Deacon offered a vigorous scratch. Myranda half climbed, half fell from the dragon's back.

	"How . . . how did you find us?" she managed.

	"Myranda, I could find you anywhere," he said, throwing his arms about her shivering body.

	She hugged him back, tears rolling down her face. For a moment, the two stood, holding each other tight. Emotions flooded over them. There was so much to say. So much to hear. An eternity in that warm embrace would not have been enough, but each knew that there was more to be done. Reluctantly, they parted. Ivy had made her way to the ground and was tugging at Lain. Together, the three managed to lower their barely-conscious friend to the ground.

	It did not take the eye of a healer to know that Lain was near the end. His breath was leaving his body in thin wisps. Clouded eyes wavered slowly and refused to focus. Every joint was swollen or crooked. Every muscle was shriveled or torn. Every inch of skin was blistered, bleeding, or scarred. Myranda's numb fingers closed tighter about her staff. She tried to form the first incantations of a healing spell, but she couldn't shape the words. Her will was in tatters. Her soul was wrung dry. She simply didn't have anything left. 

	Deacon placed his hand on hers. 

	A cool steadiness smoothed the wrinkles of her mind. Neither she nor Deacon had much left to give, but together they amounted to something more. Slowly and deliberately, the spells were formed. Lain passed into a deep, healing sleep. Wounds were closed. Bones and joints clicked back into place. Swelling drifted away. It took great effort, and greater care, but the two minds working as one finally put Lain's broken form in order. He was by no means healed, but he would make it through the night.

	Ivy had been watching anxiously, but slowly the fear melted away. She knew nothing of healing, but she knew a proper slumber when she saw it. With her friend safe, she turned to the soldiers behind her. While the wizards had been doing their work, the celebration had settled down. Now there was nothing but a powerful silence as every last warrior looked upon the spectacle before them. 

	Myranda they had expected, and they had known of the others as well. No one had actually believed it. It had never occurred to Deacon that a dragon and a pair of malthropes might come as a shock to them, that perhaps they'd distrusted the Alliance Army's poster. He'd come to accept them; there was no reason why anyone else might not. Now there was the whistle of windblown snow and the cold stare of a battalion of warriors, some nervously gripping their weapons and worrying that they might have let the wrong group through.

	"Hello!" Ivy said brightly, eager to break the silence.

	The response was the long slow slide of steel from its sheath and the crackle of hot stone cooling on the icy ground.

	"Um. I'm Ivy . . ." she offered. "What are your names?"

	"Ivy? The prodigy?" asked a soldier doubtfully, recognizing the name.

	"Yes, yes! That's me! You've heard of me?" she said excitedly.

	A crackle coming from the severed head and stone hand that marked the former site of the portal drew the attentions of the soldiers. There was the hiss of steam escaping. It seemed odd to all in attendance that such a thing would not have occurred sooner, and odder still that it seemed to grow stronger with each passing moment. The steam condensed quickly into a swirling cloud. The cloud grew denser and tighter, finally taking on a very definite form.

	"Oh, good! Ether made it, too!" Ivy said, even glad to see her old adversary.

	Sure enough, a few more moments of hissing revealed the human form of Ether standing beside the cracked obsidian husk that had once been her hand.

	Caya turned to Deacon and Myranda.

	"I would say that drinks are in order," she proclaimed.

	Packs were emptied, producing a tent for every few men and enough rations for perhaps one in three. As short as the other supplies seemed to be, there was plenty of drink to go around, as a fiery wine and an assortment of other spirits served to settle nerves, warm blood, and dull pains. The soldiers first clustered tightly about Myranda and Deacon, eager to share tales of battle and triumph. They soon found themselves in a wide, cautious circle around the heroes. Myn, it turned out, had had quite enough excitement for one day and was slow to trust so large a group of strangers. As such, she took a seat beside them and cast a threatening look at any who ventured too close. 

	With a bit of effort, Deacon managed to raise the spell necessary to shelter them from the worst of the storm once more.

	Ivy looked about uneasily from her seat beside her friends. The eyes of the soldiers seemed to be scrutinizing her and the dragon in particular. Ether took up a position among the flames, which caused a bit of a stir, but once the exclamation and surprise had dulled, the eyes turned back to their steady circuit between Ivy and Myn. She felt something was expected of her. Suddenly a thought struck her.

	"Deacon! Do you have my violin?" she asked.

	"I believe so," he said, poking around in his bag until he was able to produce it.

	Ivy snatched it and the bow away from him and quickly struck up a tune. After the initial shock of yet another unexpected truth, the music began to take effect. The feeling came back to Ivy's fingers as they danced nimbly over the strings, the joy of playing filling her soul, and bathing those around her in a warm, golden aura. The happiness was infectious, no doubt aided by strong wine on empty stomachs, and before long, grizzled soldiers were clapping along, and the youngest among them were dancing. As the joy spread, the pain and strain of the day melted away. Injuries and aches that had lingered for years, pains that had simply become a fact of life, wafted away along with fatigue and sorrow. 

	For a time, Caya and Tus watched with satisfaction as their soldiers rejoiced--but before long, their curiosities got the better of them.

	"Not entranced," Tus said flatly as he and Myn exchanged hard stares.

	"No, just a friend," Myranda said, using the strength brought by Ivy's influence to speed its effects on Myn as Deacon did the same for Lain. "Why would you think she was entranced?"

	"The trouble with getting information quickly is its tendency to become a bit mangled during the trip," Caya explained. "We had all assumed such was the case with the images the Alliance had distributed. Who would have thought the Red Shadow was really a malthrope as they said? It stands to reason, certainly, but one wouldn't imagine a monster like that being clever enough to avoiding capture for so long."

	Ivy hit a sour note and stopped, glaring at Caya.

	"The tales about malthropes have had more than their share of mangling as well, I can assure you," Myranda said.

	"Er, yes, so it would seem. No harm meant," Caya said.

	With a satisfied nod, Ivy resumed her playing

	"I don't think they fed him at all. Lain is going to need food when he awakes," Deacon said to no one in particular.

	The words hit Myn like an order and she sprinted into the whipping snow on greatly restored legs to fetch a meal.

	"Try to bring back enough for all of us!" Myranda called after her speeding friend.

	"Just a friend . . ." Tus said doubtfully.

	Myranda looked over Lain, finally satisfied that all that could be done had been done. Her mind released from its most pressing concern, she decided the time had come to indulge her curiosities.

	"Deacon, what happened to you? Where did they take you? How did you escape?" Myranda asked.

	"Yes, I'd say you can spare a few moments to share the details now," Caya encouraged.

	"It was nothing, really. More their oversight than my action. They'd taken me to a small outpost. Demont wanted to retrieve both halves of Ivy's crystal, but finding something in my bag is difficult, so he wanted me alive until it could be found, just in case killing me would keep it from them forever. When he left, I realized that they had taken all of my equipment, but they hadn't taken my ring. I tried to get it off, but one of the nearmen caught me. Apparently, he was under orders to confiscate any sort of mystic paraphernalia, because he actually removed the ring for me once he discovered it. 

	"The shackles were ideal for restraining hands. It would appear that they were woefully inadequate for restraining first a cluster of tentacles, then a three-fingered talon, then a variety of other disturbing forms it managed to take before I located the ring and put it back on the first form that had a roughly finger-sized protrusion," Deacon explained.

	"Eh, what's that? Tentacles?" Caya said, confused.

	"It is really quite fascinating. You see, I had a bit of an accident involving chaos magic, and now it would appear that the natural state of my hand is to exist at some sort of variable probabilistic displacement from the norm that causes it to leap from one staggeringly unlikely configuration to another unless manually maintained at a more typical status," Deacon said enthusiastically.

	"That was supposed to be an explanation, was it?" Caya said.

	"Because of a miscast spell, his hand changes shapes unless he wears the ring," Myranda offered.

	"Ah." Caya nodded.

	"I thought I'd just said that . . . well, at any rate, I realized that you were moving far too quickly to catch up to, and that things were getting out of hand. Caya turned out to be fairly nearby, so I sought her help," Deacon finished.

	"And the portal?" Myranda asked.

	"Oh, yes. Desmeres tracked us down and provided us with some weapons and a good deal of literature about the D'karon's methods. They provided details enough to allow me to manipulate the entrances of their portals, once they were opened. The exit cannot be moved, it seems. Something about the target requiring an actively maintained focus," he added, pausing for a moment of thought. "Curious that there was no backlash when the portal closed. The notes indicated that there would be. Perhaps repositioning the entrance spilled off the surplus energy, or perhaps it happened on the other side due to--"

	"Right, that's enough of that," Caya said, cutting off what she had already learned was sure to be a labyrinth of terms and concepts no sane person would understand.

	"Oh, uh . . . I stole their portal. I made it lead here," he clarified.

	"Right, stick to explanations like that," Caya said.

	Distantly, there came the thunder of returning footsteps. Myn burst into the region of relative calm afforded by Deacon's spell. She was plastered with snow, her jaws stretched to their limit around what was likely the better part of a herd of deer. She dropped them near the fire and proceeded to pelt all around her with caked snow shaken from her head and neck. The complaints of soldiers wiping snow from mouths and eyes were quickly silenced by Myn's angry glare. Some of the more courageous soldiers attempted to help themselves to the kill, but Myn resisted, snapping at grasping hands.

	"Myn! Be nice!" Ivy said, ducking beneath the protective creature to snag her share.

	At Myranda's insistence, Myn finally relented, but not before snatching up a hearty portion to place beside Lain. She then plopped to the ground and moodily watched the rest divided up among the soldiers as a larger fire was built. Myranda took a seat beside Myn, the dragon placing its head in her lap and unfurling a wing to lay over Lain.

	"Thank you very much, Myn. That was very kind of you," Myranda praised, as she stroked the faithful beast's head.

	Caya looked on in astonishment. She turned. Here, her men cooked a meal provided by a dragon. There, the flame complained and stepped away, becoming a woman. All around them, a vicious blizzard raged, while seemingly ignoring them. At the edge of this calm was a monstrous dragoyle head in the grip of a massive stone hand.

	"Things are moving in curious directions," she said, slowly processing the experiences of the day. "Half of me feels as though we are in over our heads. The other half is trying to figure out how to bring that monster's head home as a trophy. This is bigger than a war, isn't it? This . . . this is the prophecy, the work of fate. What else could bring such creatures together? You have my full support, of course. The call has gone out. My men will be rallying near the capital. They will help you in any way they can. 

	"That leaves us with two wizards, a dragon, two malthropes, a shapeshifter, and a few dozen soldiers to assault the most heavily fortified city in the world against the generals, an endless supply of their men, and likely the people of the city itself. The scales are tipped--but the real question is, in what favor?"

	When the food was finished cooking, the Chosen and soldiers alike feasted. The raging snow diminished slowly, finally to the point that Deacon's protection was no longer called for. As the warriors grew more comfortable with the Chosen and more deeply inebriated, questions were asked and stories were told, Deacon scribbling madly to record them all. Only Ether and Myn avoided the curiosity of the newcomers, each taking a place beside Lain and weathering the questions and stares in silence. 

	The sun was beginning to appear again by the time the group sought to retire. The Undermine divided themselves among the available tents until only one remained.

	"Take it with my blessings," Caya said, holding the flap open.

	"I couldn't. By rights it is yours and . . ." Myranda began.

	"We can argue about this, but I assure you, it is a waste of time. You'll find me rather obstinate on the subject," Caya said with a grin. "Besides, Tus here tried to give his tent up to for Lain, but the dragon wouldn't allow it. Surely you wouldn't want both of us to be denied."

	"Myn, I really think you should let them move Lain inside," Myranda said.

	Myn looked to Myranda, slowly and deliberately lowering one of her paws gently over Lain, digging the tips of her claws into the icy ground in front of him. With that one simple motion, it was made quite clear that she had spent far too much time away from him and seen far too much happen to him to allow Lain to be separated from her so soon.

	"I'll stay out here with them, Myranda. You know as well as I do she'll keep us good and warm. Besides, after ending up in a cage again, then baking in that awful mountain, I think I'd like to spend a bit more time in the fresh air," Ivy said.

	"Yes, Myranda. I think you deserve a night of comfort. I'll stay out here with the rest," Deacon said.

	Myranda relented, slipping inside. Deacon took a seat beside the tent's entrance. Almost immediately, Caya motioned for him to stand and pulled him aside. Tus joined them.

	"I've listened to the stories you've told, and I've watched the way you act. This goes deeper than just lending a hand for you, doesn't it?" Caya whispered.

	"What could go deeper than . . ." Deacon began, confused.

	"No, no, no . . . You're going to make me be blunt about it, are you? Fine, then. You love the girl, don't you?" Caya interjected with a sigh.

	"I do. With all of my heart, and more every moment. How did you know?" he asked.

	"It isn't subtle. Ahem . . ." Caya whispered. After a conspiratorial glance, she added. "Have you ever slept in a tent that big, Deacon? It can get awfully cold without two people in there."

	Tus gave him a slap on the back that knocked the air from his lungs.

	"Keep your woman warm," he stated.

	"And for heaven's sake, man, have a drink. You look pale as a corpse and tighter than a bow string," Caya said, pressing into his hands yet another bottle of the seemingly inexhaustible supply of powerful wine.

	He put the bottle to his lips. Immediately, she tipped it up so that nearly half of its contents went down his throat or all over his face. After catching his breath, he stepped into the tent.

	"Honestly! And to think I wondered why there weren't more wizards," Caya snickered to Tus, before raising her voice. "You there, er . . . Ivy is it? Do you suppose you've got another song in you? I'd say the occasion demands it."

	In fact, Ivy had already nestled herself against Myn, eager to get some real sleep, but almost reflexively she put the violin to her chin. The hilly clearing began to lilt with a soft, deep, soulful song. A song that crept into the background, weaving with the thoughts of those that heard it. It became a part of the surroundings, as in place and proper as the rising sun. Most of the camp drifted quickly into a well-deserved slumber to it. To some, it served another purpose, but equally well. 

	 


Chapter 25

	Deep in the heart of the capital, Bagu sat, his eyes focused intently on the man before him. It was Greydon Celeste, Myranda's father. He'd been bound and set aside when the bait for their latest trap was put in place. Now the senior general watched the barely conscious form with seething attention. A shudder went through the frail body, its eyes opening wide, and for a moment he fought his bonds. When a sharpness and anger replaced the fear in his eyes, Bagu broke the silence.

	"Tell me you did not fail again!" he bellowed.

	"I failed? What happened to the portal? What happened to the rest of the troops?" Epidime countered.

	"It shouldn't have come to that, Epidime. They were forced into your hands and you let them slip through! They should have defeated themselves!" Bagu raged. "You had every advantage!"

	"Every advantage!? It was five against one! You pit me alone against four full-strength Chosen and charge me with keeping a fifth in check and call it an advantage!" Epidime replied. "And then you somehow manage to turn our ambush into theirs! In the veritable eternity that I've been aiding you in these endeavors I have never heard of a portal being stolen! Never! When they reach the capital--"

	"They will not reach the capital," Bagu interrupted, "because you and that other idiot are going to take every soldier, every creature, human, D'karon, or otherwise, and you are going to find them! You are going to end them before they can get here! The moment is hours away! They will not be allowed to reach this place before then!"

	"You've lost what little there is left of your mind, Bagu! If we leave the capital and take the best men with us, then what will be left to resist them if they reach the capital before we find them!?" Epidime reasoned, his voice dropping to a steady, smooth tone. "Yes, there has been a failure. Mine or yours, it is unacceptable, but we must not let it coax us into a mistake we cannot recover from. We bolster our defenses here. We stop them where our defense is strongest."

	Bagu tensely wrung his fingers and considered the words.

	"Yes. We harden our defenses here. The strongest will remain within our walls. Gather some of the dregs, the weakest of the dragoyles and the like, and send them out. At best, we defeat them; at worst, we soften them and learn their position," he said, fury dripping from the words.

	The bonds securing Epidime dropped away of their own accord. He stood and exited Bagu's sanctum with measured slowness, a grin coming to his face as he felt the general's anger smolder behind him. Bagu was always much more entertaining when he was angry. No one else he'd worked with had ever reached the level of fury Bagu seemed to constantly hover around. As a connoisseur of the mind, it was something he enjoyed witnessing. He chuckled lightly, savoring the surge in anger it brought, before disappearing to issue the orders he'd been given. 

	#

	The sun had not yet set when the small encampment of heroes showed its first signs of motion. The ragtag members of the Undermine were awakening, expecting the customary consequences of too little sleep and too much drink. One by one, they realized first that their heads were not throbbing nearly as much as they ought to be, and second that the artifacts of the impossible events of the previous day were still present. 

	The sudden realization that Lain, Myn, and Ivy were not, in fact, just a dream prompted enough startled cries to rouse the rest of the camp to wakefulness. The last to emerge were Myranda and Deacon, each looking a bit more disheveled and a great deal more invigorated than the handful of hours of sleep would warrant. As the wizards blinked at the light and wiped sleep from their eyes, Myn leapt to her feet and padded over to them. After sniffing Deacon up and down and giving him a brief, accusatory look, she gave Myranda an imploring glance and led her quickly to Lain. As Myranda knelt over the still-slumbering assassin, Myn curled her tail behind Myranda to give Deacon a sharp lash on the arm.

	"Ouch!" Deacon exclaimed. "Now that you've grown, I'd appreciate it if you were a bit gentler."

	"Why is he still asleep?" Ether demanded, a quite out of place look of concern on her face.

	"We placed him in a very deep healing sleep. It isn't the sort of thing you wake yourself up from," Deacon explained.

	"That has never stopped him before," said Myranda.

	Lain appeared to have recovered from the torture at the hands of Epidime. His physical wounds were healed, save for a burnt and swollen patch of skin around his Mark and the lingering effects of starvation. His mind and soul were another matter. Epidime had left them in tatters, savaged and weakened. Myranda set herself to the task of coaxing it to the surface. As she did, the members of the Undermine attempted to gather around, but Myn quickly made it clear that doing so would not be tolerated.

	Deacon admired the work Myranda was doing. White magic, where it was concerned with the mind, was a very tricky area. Every mind was different, necessitating a level of improvisation that was difficult to teach. Myranda, it seemed, had a natural knack for such things. Watching her carefully untie the knots left by the D'karon's actions was like watching a sculptor at work. He would have been hard-pressed to achieve in a day what she had done in just these few minutes. It was best she be left to the task. 

	He stepped between Myn and Ether. The dragon's anxiety was apparent, and though Ether had managed to regain her composure, she too was clearly upset. Deacon placed a hand on Ether's shoulder.

	"Remove your hand from me or I will remove it from you," she stated in an even voice.

	Deacon hurriedly did so. He turned to Myn and gave her a reassuring pat. She turned to him briefly, coiling her tail for another lash. Deacon cringed, but Myn relaxed her tail and settled to the ground, resting her head on the ground beside him.

	"Lain will be all right, Myn. Myranda will have him on his feet in no time," he said, scratching the creature.

	Ivy wandered over and climbed on Myn's back, absentmindedly scratching the dragon as well. She leaned close to Deacon, an uneasy look on her face.

	"Look at how the others are looking at us," she said.

	The Undermine did indeed appear to be surveying the heroes with a combination of fascination, disbelief, and distrust. Only Caya and Tus behaved otherwise, with the former seeming to be feeling little more than impatience as she awaited the completion of Myranda's treatments and the latter chiefly directing a blank faced stare at Myn.

	"No one is talking to me anymore. They were talking to me last night," Ivy whispered.

	"Last night they were drunk. First on victory, then on wine. It has a way of silencing some of the more insistent voices in the mind. I dare say those voices are speaking now," Deacon said.

	Ivy gave him a puzzled look.

	Deacon sighed.

	"The average person can only tolerate things that are different in small doses. You and the other Chosen are something of an overdose," Deacon clarified.

	"Oh," Ivy said. "I was afraid of that. Is everyone like that?"

	"Mostly," Deacon replied apologetically.

	"That's going to have to change," Ivy decided, "because I don't see us becoming any less different, and we're about to save the world. It'd be pretty silly if folks had a hard time accepting the people that saved the world."

	"Agreed," Deacon said.

	Suddenly, Lain's eyes opened and his hand shot to his chest. Myn leapt to her feet so quickly, Ivy had to grab on to avoid being thrown. His eyes had a desperate, crazed look about them. They swept over the faces of the Chosen around him. Myn nosed the jealously protected share of the previous night's hunt to him. With a disquietingly feral snarl, he tore into the long overdue meal, scarcely taking time to breathe. As the burning in his stomach subsided, a measure of his sanity returned. A hastily provided canteen was emptied into his mouth. Only when its last drops were swallowed did he finally seem to calm, surveying his surroundings as if for the first time. As he did, Myn crept forward and lay before him, placing her head on his lap.

	"How?" he asked, as his stroking brought about a purr almost as formidable as her growl. It was the first he’d truly seen of the dragon since he and the others had believed her killed.

	"She was touched by the divine. They brought her back to us, and made her what she is now. She's Chosen, Lain," Myranda said.

	"Another soul on the pyre," Lain said solemnly.

	He climbed to his feet, Myn reluctantly pulling aside. The eyes of the Undermine fell upon him, and the air was alive with tension. Lain was rigid and silent, as though the gaze of each and every soldier was boring into him. 

	The soldiers felt a cocktail of feelings. Some admiration, most disgust, but all felt a measure of comfort. This creature they knew was deceitful and murderous. In short, he was precisely as they knew a malthrope should be. Amid things like an obedient dragon and a lighthearted, musical malthrope, finding a being that did not challenge their preconceptions was akin to meeting an old friend. 

	Caya approached him, standing for a time with their eyes locked, measuring one another. Caya broke the silence.

	"I can't say that I ever thought the Undermine would be working with you. We can't afford your fee," she jabbed.

	There was a general stir of chuckles from her men. Lain remained silent.

	"I want to make this clear, Shadow. We are not like you. You would never have been allowed to join us if not for Myranda. We are freedom fighters. We are rebels. We are not murderers," Caya added, again to the raving of her troops.

	"Caya, stop it. We have to work together in this," Myranda said. For a moment she dwelled on the fact that, somehow, she'd managed to forget Lain's past. She was not sure whether she should feel pride or shame for having done so.

	"Indeed. We've saved your life, Shadow. When this is all over, and we've gone our separate ways, I want you to remember that if ever one of our names comes up from one of your employers," Caya warned before turning to the men and women who followed her. "Come on, Undermine. The day has come. I want this entire campsite on your backs, now!"

	To the great relief of some, each soldier set to work. Myranda began to help them, but Caya pulled her hand from the task.

	"These men and women are real soldiers, Myranda. They have a routine. You couldn't offer a hand without slowing them down," she said.

	And so the Chosen found themselves left alone, their privacy strengthened when Myn planted herself resolutely between them and the Undermine. The dragon focused a dagger-sharp gaze on Caya, radiating displeasure at the tone she'd adopted. Ivy took the opportunity to prance up to Lain and give him a hug.

	"I am so glad you are safe, Lain," she gushed, kissing him on the cheek. "We had to fight you! I thought for sure someone was going to die, but we all made it! Myn and Ether were so worried, but once Myranda started to heal you, I knew you'd be fine."

	Ether's fists tightened at the mention of her concern. She slowly turned to avoid Lain's gaze.

	"You should have seen Ether," Ivy continued, realizing the shapeshifter's discomfort. "She was practically on the verge of tears. And when we were fighting! At the end, she was huge! And . . . wait . . . she wrecked the mountainside! That's another one of the forts we destroyed! We are good at that!"

	"Where are we?" Lain demanded.

	Deacon scrambled to retrieve the map.

	"Now that Myn can fly, precisely where we are isn't much of a concern. She can take us to anyplace in the north in hours," Myranda said.

	"We need to get to one of Desmeres’s storehouses, and quickly. He told me he had finished something, but Epidime was in my mind. We need to reach it before--" Lain began.

	"I . . . I think he's given it to me," Deacon realized, hoisting the massive bundle from his bag. "I think there is something for all of you in here. He'd been very clear that I should only open it when all of you were present."

	He carefully unrolled the leather mat. What unfurled before them was an array of glistening blades, elegantly carved wood, sparkling crystal, and rolled pages. Beneath them was a carefully folded and tied pile of exotic-looking cloth and mail. Every item Desmeres had provided the Undermine with had been a masterpiece, but the pieces before them now were something else entirely. They had the hallmarks of his design, and a precision and craftsmanship bordering on perfection, but there was more. They seemed alive, pulsing with energy. A small bundle of pages sat atop everything, sealed with wax and scrawled with the words Open first and read aloud.

	Deacon broke the seal.

	"'Chosen,'" he read. "'By now I am certain that I've made an enemy of all of you. It is to be expected. If the messenger has followed orders, these pages are being read in the presence of the united team. If not, listen carefully and act quickly. I believe Lain has been subverted in some way. Do not allow him to take up the enclosed sword unless you know him to be himself. Likewise, if you must face him, do not make use of the other weapons. If memory serves, the death of one Chosen at the hand of another will end them both, and one of these weapons clashing with anything but one of its peers is sure to end in death.'"

	"Wow. Desmeres is smart," Ivy said.

	"'Assuming things have gone well, this package contains what I consider to be my finest work. If you must kill me, Lain, kill me with this sword. I would be honored to be killed in such a way.'" Deacon continued as Lain picked it up, "'I made one like it for Trigorah many years ago as a gift. My brief time in the confidence of the D'karon has exposed me to techniques that have enabled me to improve it immensely, and in a fraction of the time I'd have thought possible. The gems in the blade will draw strength only from the D'karon and their creations. Once stored, the stolen energy can be used to fuel any of the five effects I've engraved upon the handle. I imagine that by now Deacon should be able to explain them.

	"'I've enclosed a weapon for Ivy. It took a bit of research because of a few quirks about her, but I settled upon modified katars. They are a pair of double-edged, straight blade, horizontal-hilted punching daggers. For the sake of brevity, and for other reasons that will soon be apparent, I've called them Soulclaws. To my knowledge, these weapons are utterly unique, and necessarily so--but, regardless, I think they may suit her well. I only wish I could see them in action. The effects of a few of the unique enchantments I've placed on them should be truly interesting.

	"'Finally, there is the staff. Myranda has certainly proven herself worthy of it, and I am in eternal debt to her for giving me a reason to craft such a device. It is mounted with three of the D'karon gems, treated to react in a more flexible manner. Providing the gems with a charge is not perfectly straightforward, but I've every confidence that Myranda will master the process in no time. It has a pair of mounts for focus gems, though lamentably I was only able to create a single crystal I would consider worthy of a place on this staff. I think you will find it a vast improvement to anything you've used before, regardless of its failure to reach its full potential.

	"'I realize that there are five of you, but a shortage of time and information has denied me the opportunity of equipping the rest. Ether, the shapeshifter, I am in particular saddened that I've been unable to address. Designing a weapon useful to her limitless abilities may well be the ultimate challenge. If I've interpreted the events correctly, and the information that I've intercepted can be trusted, the dragon has been raised from the dead, which I sincerely doubt can be explained by anything other than a touch of the divine, and thus Chosen status. Interesting as designing for a dragon's physiology may have been, there simply was not time to do such a thing properly. I've provided ancillary weaponry as well as protective garments. 

	"'Finally, there are a few notes that Deacon will no doubt find quite enlightening. I wish you all of the luck in the world, my friends. Desmeres.'"

	"Ooh," Ivy said, eyes wide, as she picked up her weapons.

	Each consisted of a blade half the length of her arm and a bit wider than her fist, mounted on grips. The grips braced against her arm and placed the base of the blade across Ivy's knuckles. As a result, the blades continued the lines of her arm until they tapered into a point. As with all of Desmeres’s weapons, the blades had a flawless mirror finish and were carefully etched with arcane symbols and designs. In addition, each blade had a small, clear crystal mounted in it. Ivy gave the weapons a few experimental sweeps through the air.

	"Wo-o-ow," she said with a wide grin. "I love them. They feel like I'm not even carrying anything. And they are so-o-o pretty. Look at the jewel! It changes color!"

	The gem had indeed taken on a distinctive yellow hue, one that grew more intense as her excitement grew. Accompanying the change was a change in the blade itself. The razor-sharp edge was taking on a decidedly frilled, intricate shape, like the shell of an exotic sea creature. Ivy watched it change with a look of awe and fascination.

	"I have to show everyone," she said insistently, bounding off toward the busy Undermine soldiers.

	"'Unique enchantments' indeed!" Deacon said, turning to look over the remaining bundles of pages.

	They were written in an unfamiliar hand. Several unfamiliar hands, in fact. Every few paragraphs seemed to have been written in an entirely different handwriting, yet the tone and voice of the notes remained constant. As he read, he discovered it to be notes taken by Epidime regarding the mental and spiritual aspect of Ivy's creation. In contrast to the somewhat mechanical and sterile writings of Demont, Epidime's words were lively. At times, they even seemed enthusiastic. Deacon poured over the words, stopping only when Lain thrust the engraved handle of his sword in front of his face.

	"Yes. Yes, of course," he said, taking the weapon and beginning to analyze it while gushing about the notes to Myranda. "So much so quickly. All of this information. It is torturous to have to sprint through it . . . Yes, there are five spells here . . . Those notes--is Ivy busy? She probably shouldn't hear this. Those notes were about her, most of them . . . This is very clever, this design here . . . Desmeres had to create a new type of weapon for her, because she's been given all of the same training as the nearmen--if you could even call it training . . . What does this mark mean again? Ah, yes . . . Apparently the nearmen have a sort of instinctive training for most types of weapons installed into their minds. You put a weapon in their hands and it activates it . . . This grouping here is clever . . ."

	"Focus on one thing at a time, Deacon," Myranda insisted, her head spinning as he alternated between topics.

	"Right. Ah, the sword first. There are five spells. This first is fire. It heats the blade to glowing. The second is time dilation--or speed, I think. Activate it and the time around you will slow to a crawl. This one should render you invisible. Remarkable. This increases your strength. This heals you. The string of D'karon runes defines the spell, and this ring with the single rune must cast the spell. It is the activation rune, the spell won't be cast without it. Simply twisting it to align with the appropriate line of runes should be enough," he said, turning to Myranda. "Now, this nearman training. Ivy must have forced most of it aside, but the weapons training is different, almost a reflex. 

	"If Ivy brandishes a weapon covered by D'karon training in battle, she will be able to use it as well as they do--at the price of using it with their intention, as well. In short, if she uses the skills they gave her, her actions will be as mindless as those of the nearmen. The training covers virtually everything. The only gaps are blunt weapons and some of the more complicated rope and chain-based weapons. Desmeres had to make something she could use, but the nearmen couldn't. Brilliant. There are more pages here. Not about Ivy. They look older. Much older, and they are written entirely in D'karon . . . odd. In the other writings, it seems D'karon is a proper noun, but here it seems broken up. It means first . . . first . . . oh, blast it, where are my notes . . ."

	Myranda reached down to pick up her staff. A hand grasped her wrist. She looked up to see Ether giving her a stunned look.

	"Have you no sense? These weapons were left by Desmeres. He betrayed us. He is a known agent of the D'karon. There is no telling what he could have done to the weapons. To touch them is madness. Actually using them is suicide!" Ether cried.

	"Desmeres would do many things, but he would never taint his weapons," Lain said.

	"He would endanger the very future of the world, but he would not do so with his creations? How can you be so sure?" Ether objected.

	"You can't always trust a man to do what you ask. You can't always trust him to do what he should do, or even what he wants to do. The one thing you can trust him to do is be himself," Myranda explained. "Desmeres defines himself with his weapons."

	The shapeshifter relented. The mortals and lesser beings had always been a mystery to her. She'd managed to convince herself it was because their minds were too simple to be understood--that they had no structure, no reason. Anything beyond securing food, finding shelter, and continuing their bloodlines boiled down to randomness, from her point of view. Her time among them had served to make two things clear to her: she would never understand them, but they just might understand each other. Their potent mixture of muddled thinking and fractured viewpoints did, at times, result in something quite akin to insight. Of all mortals, Myranda seemed keenest in this regard. If she believed something to be so, it deserved the benefit of the doubt, at least.

	Myranda picked up her present from Desmeres. The D'karon staff had been adequate until now. At least, it had seemed to be. With the work of art Desmeres had created in her grasp, she realized just how inadequate it had truly been. She could feel her mind sharpening. Her eyes traced the long, intricate strings of runes carved into an ancient-looking silver wood. The lines seemed to shift and coil under her gaze. Though she could feel no discernible draw, the moment her fingers touched the surface of the staff, the gems embedded in its length began to pulse to life. Before long, they had taken on a definite glow. When the glow reached its peak, the effects of the staff seemed to compound. The miraculous weapon literally became weightless, drifting from her grip and standing obediently at attention. Somehow, the focusing effect persisted even without contact.

	"Astounding . . ." Deacon said in awe. "The . . . the staff has an area of effect, and yet . . . I can't feel it. I can feel that it is there, that there is a force at work, but I can't feel its effects. Somehow, he's managed to create a staff that lends its strength only to its owner. I've never seen such a thing achieved without the binding of a soul to it . . . you don't suppose . . ."

	"I doubt Desmeres would do such a thing. He would probably consider it cheating," Myranda said.

	Myranda experimented with the levitating staff. It drifted along beside her when she walked, and with the merest thought, leapt to her hand or swished to any location she required. 

	Lain, Myn staying close beside him, had outfitted himself with some of the light armor. The thin chain mail, covered by close-fitting black cloth that had the dull texture of velvet, made him seem, save for his head, a featureless silhouette against the white snow. The hilts of a dozen or more throwing daggers protruded in groups of three from any portion of this outfit large enough to accommodate them. He finished by throwing a white cloak about his shoulders. Anyone who doubted that he was truly an assassin needed only to look upon him now.

	He drew the new sword. It slipped from its sheath with a barely audible hiss. The weapon bore a marked resemblance to Trigorah's, though with a gentle curve along its blade. Lain took a few cuts, the thin, elegant blade whispering through the air silently and flawlessly. Satisfied, Lain slipped it back into its sheath. 

	Myranda found a hooded robe that seemed tailored to her. Somehow, merely putting it on seemed to add to the already formidable effect of the new staff. As she moved, she noticed a slight shifting of what felt like cold sand, but turned out to be small swatches of the same exquisitely fine mail that Lain wore placed strategically about the garment.

	"Ooh, what's that?" Ivy asked, snatching up the last of the items on the mat.

	The equipment was indeed meant for her, and she slipped discreetly out of view behind Myn to try it on. She emerged transformed. They were quite like Lain's equipment, though entirely white. The back of the cloak had a slit up half of its length and the body suit was more form-fitting, no doubt to permit a more full use of her preternatural agility. As they were the first clothes she'd ever worn that were made specifically for her, wearing them made her instantly seem older, more serious, and more formidable. Gone were the saggy, shredded cloak and charred gloves and boots. Where before had stood a childish, seemingly harmless, silly little creature now stood an individual to be dealt with. She hung her new weapons on the straps she found on either side of the leggings.

	"Do you like it? I feel a little strange," Ivy said, trying to look herself over from every angle.

	"You look like a warrior," Myranda said.

	"Oh. Well, I like it, anyway. Not quite as comfortable, but lots easier to move in," she said, attempting a few graceful turns, leaps, and pirouettes.

	Myn sniffed at the new outfits and their unfamiliar scents. Myranda looked over her friends, and herself. Each dressed in new white, they seemed to be wearing a semblance of uniform. Of the Chosen, only Myn was unchanged, Ether having quietly altered her clothing to match theirs. Myranda thought hard. The greatest battle of their lives lay ahead. Surely there was something to help Myn. It didn't take long to realize that there was.

	"Deacon. The charm from Myn's neck, do you still have it?" Myranda asked.

	"I ought to," he said.

	He removed a sequence of items from his bag. A bundle of papers, a bottle affixed to a long length of thin chain, and finally the charm. The piece had once adorned the helmet of the now-deceased Trigorah. It carried a powerful enchantment that protected its wearer against nearly all magics. Myn had worn it when she was small, having snapped it free of the late general’s helmet with her own teeth.

	"What is that vial?" Myranda asked, as she removed the dragon head figure from its tattered thread. 

	"I don't know," he said, picking it up and gingerly removing the stopper. The scent was potent and familiar.

	It seemed to be something he'd encountered during his brief discussions with the alchemists in Entwell, but it couldn't be. There had never been more than a few drops of it, and this vial seemed to hold perhaps a quarter-cup. He stoppered it again and began to put it away.

	"Do you need the chain? I think we may be able to use it," Myranda said.

	Deacon nodded and attempted to unhook the chain, only to find it fused to the vial. He conjured a simple spell to break it, but somehow it was not enough. Only after summoning an intense heat, one hot enough to make the chain glow, did he manage to unravel a single link and free the chain. Whatever this vial was, it was very valuable, and never intended to leave the chain. He gave the sturdy chain to her, only to have her hand it back, with the addition of the charm, to have its ends connected. He managed it, and carefully stowed the vial.

	"Come here, Myn," Myranda said.

	The dragon turned and inspected the trinket, seeming to recognize it. She offered her head. The loop of chain allowed it to hang against her chest comfortably. Once adorned, she stood again, radiating pride. The addition of the long-absent ornament gave her a regal bearing, and she stood tall, with the air of one who has just been knighted. Ivy turned and beamed a broad smile.

	"Look at you! Now that just leaves . . . oh. You're dressed like us now!" Ivy said, realizing Ether's change for the first time. "This is incredible! You actually changed to be more like us! You are acting like we are a team, instead of just a bunch of people you tolerate."

	"Only you could read so deeply into a simple act," Ether sneered.

	"Uh-huh. You look nice, anyway," Ivy said, the excitement rising in her voice. "We all do. What are we waiting for!? Let's go!"

	"What do you say, Deacon? Are we ready to go?" Myranda asked. Deacon did not answer. "Deacon?"

	The young wizard was looking over the bundle of pages that accompanied the vial with puzzlement. It was strange . . . the language was his own shorthand, but he didn't remember writing it. It was describing, with a very grim tone, the inevitability of the coming of something he called "The Age of Ignorance." There were numerous mentions of the perpetual war, but they were all in the past tense. Near the bottom of the page, the text stopped abruptly and a single message, written in plain Northern and covering the entire bottom edge of the page, took its place. It read, "Stop reading. The knowledge will come in its own time."

	"Deacon!" Myranda called, finally drawing his attention. "Is something wrong?"

	"Er, ah, no. I do not believe so. I . . . I suppose I've gotten a bit ahead of myself. What was it you wanted?" he asked.

	Before she could answer, Lain, Ivy, Ether, and Myn all turned as one to the northern horizon. There was a blotch of black forms against the red sunset.

	"There are a lot of them. Looks like . . . maybe ten dragoyles. I think they have riders," Ivy said, Myn nodding in agreement. "I don't think . . . no. They aren't heading toward us."

	"They are going to start where the battle was and search out from there, no doubt," Deacon said. "We should have little trouble avoiding them."

	"No . . ." Myranda began, an idea forming in her head. "No, I think we can use them. I never let you look at the D'karon staff, did I?"

	"No, I suppose not," he said, catching it when she tossed it to him.

	Instantly, a look of awed realization came to his face as the spells of the staff revealed themselves to him. Ideas poured through his mind. It didn't take long before a plan began to form. Myranda could tell by the look in his eyes that they were of one mind on the subject.

	"Can it be done?" Myranda asked.

	"Almost certainly. It will take a bit of effort. I dare say the most difficult part will be convincing the Undermine soldiers," Deacon said quickly.

	"Leave that to Caya," Myranda said. "Ether. Would you be able to attract the attentions of that search party?"

	"Instantly," Ether replied.

	Without another word, Ether flashed into the air. Myranda quickly pulled aside Caya and explained the plan. A grin came to her face.

	"Attention, Undermine!" she began. "This war has seen its last sunset!" 

	 


Chapter 26

	Northern Capital was uncharacteristically silent. Despite the fact that it was the northernmost city in the empire, its streets were seldom quiet. So far north, the air carried a deathly chill year round, but fate, geography, and climate had conspired to produce a small patch of land spared of the brunt of the arctic freeze. The people of the north, never ones to let a windfall escape them, perfectly ringed the anomalous region in stout walls and founded the castle town of Verril. 

	Those were the days before the war, before the empire, when words still had the benefit of history and soul. Now it was simply Northern Capital, a sterile description that fell well short of capturing the bustle and clatter of what had become the largest and most wealthy city in the empire. As simultaneously the furthest place from the front and nearest place to the king, the capital was home to the richest and best-born the north had to offer. There was no shortage of young men and women of age for military service here, their positions affording them the privilege of a civilian life. Now they passed their days overseeing the constant trade in goods and information that filled the streets with people and the air with commerce. That was--until today.

	A pair of generals stood in a watch post as the massive wood and iron doors were drawn closed for the first time in decades. Ancient hinges protested, and teams of horses strained against the mounded snow that was pushed steadily ahead of the closing gates. The people had been ushered indoors, the sounds of trade now replaced with the march of boots as nearmen filled the streets. Dragoyles and nearman archers lined the roofs. There clicked among the cobblestones of the streets the footsteps of scattered other beasts, creations of Demont. Rocky wolves, gleaming metallic hawks and centipedes, and all manner of other beasts lurked in shadows once lit by torchlight. 

	The doors creaked shut like a coffin lid. The horses and their drivers were quickly and wordlessly sent to the stables, and the ground outside the walls boiled with the movement of Demont's blind worms. The residents of the city locked their doors. The D'karon owned the city now.

	"Explain again why we've closed the doors?" Epidime asked, still in the body of Myranda's father.

	"You yourself said that they had troops now," Bagu said.

	"What do we care if they have troops? Unless I am mistaken, it is the Chosen themselves that we fear," Epidime quipped.

	"We fear nothing!" Bagu snapped. "Demont is attending the portal. It will be open in minutes. Once it is, this world is ours. The Chosen have already failed. There is nothing that they can do."

	"Then why have we closed the doors?" Epidime repeated.

	Bagu released a slow, hissing breath and tightened his grip about the handle of the sword that now hung at his belt.

	"Where is the force we sent to search out the Chosen?" he asked with rigidly enforced steadiness.

	"You would have to ask Demont. I never could get much of a feel for his toys. All I can say for certain is that they are alive. Most of them, at least," Epidime said.

	Bagu looked beyond the walls. There was no moon, dark clouds leaving the sky a shroud of black hanging over the field of white. A few flakes of ice kicked up by the wind blew into his face, stinging the black scars left by his last encounter with the Chosen. Eyes adapted for the darkness picked out the thrusting forms of Dragoyles approaching.

	"They have come, and empty-handed. Come, to the castle. I have a few words for the king before we attend the portal's opening," Bagu said.

	The pair descended and strode up the long central street of the capital leading to the castle.

	"My, but the dragoyles seem attentive tonight," Epidime mused.

	Indeed, even after the generals had made their way inside, the dragoyles stood alert, the eyeless hollows of their heads universally focused on the handful of their brethren that were returning. As the group of wayward beasts drew nearer, a ripple of motion seemed to sweep through the creatures. They stiffened and stood. Slowly, as if through great effort, they each turned to the closest nearman. At the very instant the returning squad touched down within the city walls, there was a flurry of motion. A hundred jaws snapped at once, bringing a hundred nearmen to a swift end.

	Instantly, the city was plunged into chaos. Silence was replaced with maddened, inhuman cries. The freshly landed dragoyles shed their riders--not nearmen, but Undermine. One oversized dragoyle leapt to a roof, two other forms climbing from its back. The rocky black hide wafted away to crimson and gold. As Myn took to the sky, Myranda clutched the D'karon staff tight. Her mind was split in a hundred different directions, pouring all that she had into the enchantment of the staff that made her the master of the beasts.

	The Undermine were carving thick swaths through the nearmen that crowded the streets. Dragoyles lurched awkwardly through the air under Myranda's untrained guidance, crashing into the throngs of dark warriors choking the courtyards. The weapons of Desmeres made short work of the enemies lucky enough to escape the blunt attacks of the dragoyles, but for every nearman that fell, ten more seemed to rush in to replace him. The streets were a sea of crude armor and flailing weapons, moving like a tide toward the heroes.

	Inside the castle, the armageddon outside did not fall upon deaf ears. Both generals rushed to the barred slits that served as windows. Somehow, a solemn silence that waited to bring a swift end to any who threatened the capital had turned into a storming battle in an instant.

	"What has happened!? What is this!?" Bagu demanded.

	"It looks as though the dragoyles are revolting," Epidime replied. "And our guests have arrived."

	Bagu scanned the rooftops until his eyes came to rest on a hated form.

	"Go. Mind the gateway," he ordered.

	"I think perhaps you may need . . ." Epidime attempted.

	"GO!" Bagu bellowed, twisting his fingers into an eldritch gesture and coaxing a portal into being.

	"As you wish, General," Epidime said before slipping through.

	The portal clashed shut behind him, filling the room with a splash of dark energy.

	#

	As Deacon poured his mind into maintaining a shield against the torrent of arrows that rained upon Myranda from all sides, Myn roared through the air. The wind hissed past her wings as she cut and dove just ahead of the flurry of arrows. Her talons slashed at archers, tearing through them without sacrificing an ounce of speed. As more bolts launched into the air, she dropped even lower, here and there planting a foot on a roof for an extra surge of speed. Ancient instincts of the hunt and battle set her mind aflame as she dipped among valleys of buildings to scoop a pair of stone wolves into the air and hurl them into a dense crowd of soldiers. Fire billowed in her maw, but the last trace of her mind that was under her control held it back. She was protecting this city. Fire would destroy it.

	A blur of black and white burst from the streets to the rooftops. Lain was sprinting. What few soldiers could get in his way offered little resistance to his sword, and as unholy bodies flashed to dust, the crystals of his weapon drank deeply of whatever arcane energy fueled them. His eyes were set on the castle. Like Myn, it was instinct that drove him now--but a different kind of instinct, an instinct learned rather than innate. His blade swept of its own accord, guided by training so deeply ingrained that it existed beneath the level of thought. He was on the hunt. His prey was within the castle. He'd not seen him, heard him, or even smelled him yet, but he knew just the same. Some sense unique to the assassin burned the image of his target into his mind. It was Bagu he would find.

	In the streets below, there was a barely noticeable ripple moving through the densely packed streets, nearly matching Lain's speed. Ivy was insinuating her way through the horde of soldiers virtually untouched, fluidly sidestepping, shouldering, and squeezing past before most realized she was present. At a swift glance, it almost appeared that she was trying to hurry through a crowded street of uninterested bystanders. That illusion was dashed when she came upon a shoulder-to-shoulder wall of soldiers with swords raised. She made a quick, panicked swipe with her as-yet-untested weapons. The keen edge passed through weapon, armor, and nearman alike. 

	Had she taken the time to notice, Ivy would have seen the gems in her weapons take on a dim glow. She also would have seen the blades become a measure stouter, roughly in proportion to her confidence. Instead, she launched herself through the opening and continued her sprint after Lain.

	There was a thundering sound in an adjacent street as one particularly dedicated dragoyle trounced into a courtyard. Demont's creations were in full force there, tainted versions of nature's most vicious creatures. For a moment, the beast paused to survey the abominations. Those D'karon soldiers with minds keen enough to determine that the dragoyles were no longer allies set about hacking and slicing at the creature. 

	When a blade finally cracked the rocky hide, it was not black blood that rushed forth, but a hiss of air. The hulking form wafted into a screaming gale that scoured across the ground of the courtyard. First the smallest creatures, then the largest, were caught up in the tornado. When every last creature was bouncing, struggling, and scrabbling against the icy cobbles and aged edifices, the wind erupted skyward. As the dark creations rained down on their brethren and shattered against the architecture, the wind coalesced into the form of Ether, satisfaction in her eyes. She looked across the rooftops from high above. Some of the dragoyles were heading toward her.

	"Something is wrong," Myranda said shakily. "I . . . I can feel them slipping away from me."

	Myranda was pouring all that she had into fueling the spell that controlled the dragoyles. The stolen staff was beginning to smolder and warp.

	"The generals are taking them back?" Deacon asked, his own efforts beginning to take their toll, though not without benefit. The roof beyond the shield was piled high with deflected arrows.

	"No . . . they . . . they are cutting them free. The spell that controls them is being undone. No one is controlling them!" Myranda cried, as the last of the creatures were released from their enchantment.

	The change was immediate--and horrific. The beasts were never meant to be uncontrolled. Their minds were not crafted for it. The fragments of consciousness and crudely-formed instincts and reflexes that were etched in their minds were firing randomly. Suddenly gouts of miasma were sprayed at the slightest movement, friend or foe. Those creatures in flight flailed madly until they collided with a building or each other. As soon as one of the creatures made contact with anything, mad convulsions consumed it until the unfortunate creature or structure was no more.

	"We've got to stop them, and warn the others!" Myranda cried, turning to her faithful dragon skimming the rooftops. "Myn!"

	The mighty creature, half a city away and surrounded by chaos, pulled a tight turn and charged toward Myranda at the sound of her name.

	"Myranda, wait. Leave the city to the Undermine and me--you've got to stop the generals. They are desperate now," Deacon said.

	"But--" Myranda began.

	Deacon took her hand and placed his casting gem in it.

	"Take this with you," he said.

	"How will you--" Myranda attempted again.

	"Don't worry about me. Just go," he said, guiding her hand to click the gem into the vacant socket on her staff as Myn arrived. "And survive."

	With nothing left to say, Myranda nodded, throwing her arms about him and sharing a kiss before climbing atop the dragon and taking to the sky. It may have been Deacon's crystal, or it may have been the knowledge that the whole of this ordeal had been leading to this moment, but Myranda's mind had never been so focused. She secured the D'karon staff to her back and willed her new staff to her side. Arrows from the few archers that remained were not merely deflected, but snatched up and hurled at the largest threats. 

	Myn blazed forward, now high above the city. Tiny, hawk-like beasts of Demont's design flitted around her, mere insects in comparison, but insects with a powerful and deadly sting. An intense swath of flame turned them to plummeting cinders. The castle loomed before them, an imposing and seemingly impenetrable fortress. It had withstood uprisings, invasions, and generations of the harshest winters. Now it faced the Chosen.

	Deacon allowed himself a few moments to watch her, as the warmth of her embrace slowly faded in the winter cold. Finally, he turned. There was work to be done. Without his crystal, he was at an immediate disadvantage, but it didn't matter. He'd been trained properly. Drills in unaided spellcasting had been a part of his weekly regimen. Now it was time to put those skills to good use. He pulled the gray blade from the bag and it whirred to life. A leap and a surge of levitation brought him swiftly and safely to the streets below. The dragoyles had punched vast holes in the tide of nearmen. Caya and her men had pushed far forward, but now the gaps were filling, and the battlefront was retreating. Deacon carved his way to the nearest cluster of Undermine. The ragtag soldiers, on the strength of surprise, confusion, and Desmeres’s weapons, had made their way to the center of the city, a vast courtyard. Deep in a sea of slashing swords was Caya, barking orders with frenzied energy.

	"Caya! The dragoyles are out of control! Stay away from them!" Deacon cried out, as his blade sparked and buzzed against a thickening throng of armor and weapons.

	"That won't do!" Caya managed between clashes. "If they are not with us, they have got to be neutralized!"

	"There are too many, and they are attacking anything that catches their attention!" Deacon said, finally forcing his way to her.

	"Shift their attention elsewhere, then!" Caya ordered, Deacon now just another of her soldiers.

	"I will try!" Deacon cried.

	"Don't try! DO IT! NOW!" she bellowed.

	Deacon's eyes darted about the landscape. An idea presented itself. Without a word, he shredded a path to the ancient, ornate doorway at the north end of the town square. After a heave against the heavy doors that served only to knock a crust of ice from them and injure his shoulder, he whispered a few words and wrapped his flagging mind about the beam that was bracing the door from the other side. It reluctantly slid aside and he forced his way in. It was the church, a building second in age only to the castle itself. A building containing a tower that was a match for all but the castle's tallest. A tower that contained a bell . . . 

	In the distance, a white form scaled the wall around the castle as effortlessly as a ladder and launched itself over the moat, clearing it by inches. A crusted-over stone plummeted into the icy pit, sloshing aside the half-frozen water. It contained no beasts, but it needed none. Salt kept the water liquid and far colder than nature intended, making it deadlier than any beast. 

	Lain did not attempt the doorway, nor did he scale the walls in search of windows for entry. This was a castle built not to show wealth, but to stand against any army. Windows were scarce, and those that could be found were little more than barred slits that would barely allow a finger to slip through. Outer doors were heavy, well secured, well guarded, and led only to other doors. A scattering of nearmen, heftier specimens no doubt created expressly to defend these walls, attempted to pursue the intruder, but no sooner did he turn a corner than he was lost to them.

	Lain knew precisely what was needed to enter this place. He'd had targets within the castle before. Silently, he stalked to a tiny, barred opening at the base of one of the castle walls. It was ancient, corroded--and, to the trained eye, carefully bent. The castle guards never guarded it, because it did not lead into the castle. The assassin surveyed his surroundings one last time before wedging himself through, dropping lightly into an inky black and burning cold cell. 

	It was the dungeon. This particular cell no longer had an occupant--not because the north hadn't enough prisoners to fill it. It was because an uncovered window to the frigid night and bed with no blanket was as effective, if not as efficient, as any executioner. After a moment of his skilled efforts, the cell door swung open and the assassin sprinted down the labyrinthine hallways.

	The gems mounted in Ivy's weapons were burning like radiant sapphires. As she drew nearer to the castle, she'd been forced to put them to use more than a few times, and each time with a dash more precision. A mind honed to rhythm and grace had carefully entered the weight and shape of the blades into its many equations and made the proper adjustments. Leaping turns, diving rolls, handsprings, and slides all returned to their former flawless state and now carried a deadly bite. Any fear at all was lost in the exhilaration. The nearmen were now little more than sluggish and rather fragile obstacles to her, no longer a cause for concern. Alas, her artful navigation of the narrow alleys and crowded streets had not gone unnoticed. With a force that shattered the cobblestones of the street, one of the dragoyles struck the ground before her.

	Having emotions with consequences as significant as hers had eventually taught Ivy a single-mindedness that would have been the envy of any wizard. To avoid being overcome by fear or anger, she devoted her whole mind to the task at hand, in this case following Lain and reaching the castle. Thus, the rampaging and out of control change that had seized the dragoyles had managed to escape her notice. In her mind, these beasts were still under Myranda's control, a misconception strengthened when the monster's first act of business was to trample the nearmen between them. The unsuspecting hero attempted to simply slip past the hulking beast. A heartbeat later, it was only through the combination of sensitive hearing and razor-sharp reflexes that Ivy avoided having her head ripped from her shoulders by a powerful swiping claw.

	"Easy, now, Myranda, it's me!" Ivy said as she backed away from the beast.

	A second monster dropped down behind her.

	"What . . . what is this?" Ivy stammered.

	Fear had managed to catch up with her and was making its presence felt both in her blue aura and her weapons. The blades began to reconfigure themselves to suit the emotion, curiously curling and twisting until they resembled the long, curved blades of a scythe. Both dragoyles snapped their maws open mechanically and hissed a stream of black acid. Ivy crouched and sprang into a long, graceful backflip. She peaked just over one beast's head and carefully shifted in air, crossing her blades and lowering them. At the same moment she landed, she crouched, planting her feet on the back of the creature's neck and hooking her blades around it. Before the momentum of the flip was spent she stood again, carrying herself into a second flip and neatly shearing the monster's head free.

	The malthrope landed and watched as the dragoyle dropped lifelessly to the ground. Ivy's mind treated itself to a brief surge of amazement and joy before it allowed the image of the remaining dragoyle, mid-charge, to be processed. The beast hadn't managed a second step toward her before the fear finally took hold. She turned and bolted toward the wall of a rather tall building, now little more than a fear-crazed streak of light. The newly-curved blades made the purpose of their shape clear as they bit into the wall, permitting a streak along the ground to become a streak ascending a wall. She reached the top of the wall and continued upward, the momentum of the climb carrying her into the air above the city like a beacon. A beacon that gave a single target to the crazed minds of the remaining dragoyles.

	There was a very strong, very precise wind tearing through the streets below. It dashed silvery centipede-like creatures against walls, hurled insect-mawed panthers into the air, and even churned up the earth outside the gates to tear apart spider-legged worms. Ether had decided that Demont's lesser creations must be destroyed. The nearmen and dragoyles were atrocities, but they at least did justice to their stolen forms. They had a perverse sort of purity. 

	The lesser beasts burned at Ether's mind. They were combinations, unions of one creature and another, or of a creature and an element. The hybrids were small, evasive, and they sullied nature. The humans and other Chosen might have overlooked them, but Ether would not. Indeed, she had not. As she gathered herself into a vaguely human shape and swept the city one last time, she felt only the dragoyles and the nearmen left to be dealt with. However, within the castle, she felt something more. Something that had turned her away once before. Something that needed to be dealt with. She whisked toward the castle.

	Myn touched down in the castle courtyard. The inhuman guards who opposed them were reduced to ashes by a carefully-aimed blast of flame. Myranda climbed to the ground and thrust her will at the door. A ripple of magic visibly distorted the air, but it splashed uselessly against the door. Myranda focused her mind and released another volley. This time, the air crackled, but still the door stood. There was a magic far more powerful than hers set against her.

	"Myn, can you get us inside?" Myranda asked.

	The dragon turned to the door. She retreated until the gates of the castle wall were at her back, then slowly lowered her head. Iron-hard muscles under gleaming red scales propelled the massive creature to frightening speed. When she struck the door, it was like a crack of thunder. Wood splintered and creaked. Rust-encrusted metal twisted and warped. The very frame that held the doors in place buckled--but they held. Myn shook her head and retreated again. A second time, the ground shook and the walls shuddered, knocking free months-old ice and snow. A third and final charge hit like a battering ram. The ragged remains of the door exploded into debris as Myn blasted through.

	A red carpet slid and bunched under Myn's claws as she tried madly to stop herself. Myranda rushed in after her. This was the castle's entry hall. Once again, Myranda found herself in a place that, as a girl, she could only have dreamed of seeing. Unlike her mad dash through Castle Kenvard, this place actually met and surpassed the dreams of her youth. Intricate tapestries lined the walls. War banners hung proudly. Suits of ornate armor worn by kings and noblemen stood at attention between massive, towering columns that disappeared into the darkened vault above them. The air was warm, and the smell of burning candles still hung in the air. This place was empty now, but it was alive. Perhaps just minutes ago there had been servants and guards here.

	Myranda turned. Ropes had been thrown over the edge of the wall. Boots scratched against the wooden gates of the castle's outer wall. The hordes outside were fighting their way past their own defenses to get in. Her eyes turned again to the wonders around her. 

	This was the true history of her people. The very history that had been stripped from them. Marble was engraved in ancient languages. Above the hallway leading into the castle proper was a map of the world that still bore the old borders, the old names. The world before the war. Here and nowhere else, the identity of the north seemed to have survived--and it was about to become a battlefield. Already it was scattered with the splintered remains of the door.

	"Myn, you won't fit through the hallway, you have to stay here . . . but I have another job for you. You see this? All of this? This must not be destroyed! Myn, keep those soldiers from entering this place. I'll be back as soon as I can," Myranda stated.

	Myn shot out the shattered door and planted herself just outside, a predatory gaze focused on the wall. She heard the echoing footsteps of her friend retreating down the hallway behind her and longed to follow, but Myranda had spoken. Her talons flexed in anticipation, splitting the stone of the courtyard, and her mighty tail swept and coiled. The scent of the enemy soldiers was in her nose. It was a scent she would never forget. The D'karon creatures came in many shapes, but there was a quality of the scent that never changed. It was out of place, not a part of nature, and it was etched permanently in her mind. Dragons have a long memory, and the scent of those who had killed her was not one she was going to forget. She intended to return the favor.

	Deacon finally forced his way to a staircase. When he'd wrestled the doors of the church open, he somehow had expected to find it empty. What he found instead was a huddled crowd of aristocrats and dignitaries. These men and women hadn't known a moment of true hardship in their lives. The war was, to them, a distant thing. Something others dealt with and hardly worth noticing. Now it was on top of them. 

	Deacon's arrival found them pressed against the opposite wall, not a single one of them willing to risk holding the door shut against the onslaught. When it was clear he meant them no harm, the pleading came. In the space of a few minutes, he was pulled in every direction, had half of the kingdom offered to him, and turned down many a daughter and dowager's hand in marriage in exchange for safe passage from this war zone. It continued as the more desperate of them followed him up the steps.

	"Please," begged a round, red-faced man dressed head to toe in silk. "I own a great deal of land. Help me to escape and you may name your price. Be reasonable!"

	"I mean to help all of you--now stay back! This could get dangerous," Deacon said, pulling free of the man's insistent grip and rushing up the stairs.

	The heavy footfalls followed him for a half a dozen steps before wheezing to a stop and slowly thumping away again. Deacon spiraled up the steps, urgency and duty driving his failing limbs. Soon he was high enough that the battle was just a distant clamor below him. 

	At what had to be the top of the precarious flight of stairs was a locked door. It did not remain locked for long, the merest whisper from his skilled mind springing the delicate mechanism open. He rushed inside. There were ropes nearly as thick as his arm leading into the darkness overhead. He cast a spell at the bell itself, but the massive piece of brass barely budged. Reluctantly, he grasped the heavy rope and heaved. His feet lifted from the ground, and slowly the rope drifted down.

	The voices below rose in terror once again and the sound of pounding footsteps echoed up the tower. In the back of his mind, he realized that he'd not managed to heave the brace back into place. The bell thumped faintly. He leapt and heaved the pull again. A second weak ring echoed down the tower, but as it echoed back up, it was joined by a familiar voice.

	"Stop!" Caya cried, as she finally made it to the landing. "No need for that. The monst . . . the prodigy is doing an excellent job."

	"Ivy? How?" Deacon asked, slowly releasing the pull.

	"She's leading them on a circuit around the city, zigzagging through the streets. I've never seen anyone move so fast," Caya explained.

	"She's changed . . . what color is her aura!?" he asked urgently.

	"Blue. Does it really matter?" the veteran asked in puzzlement.

	"Blue is fear. It doesn't last long. Please, you've got to help me ring this bell!" Deacon begged, leaping to the task again.

	"I don't understand," she replied.

	"Ivy can only stay that way for so long. When she tires, she'll be helpless. They will tear her apart!" he cried.

	Caya dropped her sword and grabbed a hold of the rope. Ivy was still a monster. She and Lain were malthropes. From time immemorial, they were enemies, the plague of humanity. She'd never seen one before, but the tales of her parents and her parents’ parents were vivid. Malthropes had blood on their hands that Caya could not ignore. As a race, they were the lowest of the low. 

	It didn't matter. Ivy was a monster, but she'd saved the lives of Caya's troops. Both Ivy and Lain were putting their lives on the line for a cause she'd devoted her life to. As a race, they were irredeemable. As individuals, they were godsends. They were owed a debt that could not go unpaid.

	After a third pull, the bell rang out, clear, and loud. The sound was bone-rattling, knocking dust from rafters and rolling over the city. Citizens cowering indoors raised their heads. Undermine soldiers tightened their resolve. The dragoyles turned their hollow eyes to a single point. In their unguided minds, the flaring blue form that had held their attention was instantly replaced and utterly forgotten. Leathery wings nearly tore themselves from their sockets in a frenzied rush to direct the beasts at this new target.

	Inside the tower, Caya and Deacon retreated to a lower landing, where a door led to a rooftop. Deacon threw it open and stumbled outside, Caya behind him. He scanned the city madly. There, at the far end of the town's main street, too many massive black forms to count were making their way toward them with maddened, mechanical thrusts of wings. Behind them, unnoticed, a brilliant point of blue faded away. Deacon breathed a sigh of relief.

	"Thank you!" Deacon shouted between tooth-shaking clangs of the massive bell.

	"It was my duty! I only wonder why you'd needed me! Surely your magic could have done the job," Caya cried.

	"What?" he called out.

	"I said, why couldn't you have used your magic!?" Caya repeated.

	"Haven't the strength. Keeping us disguised and hidden during the flight here, the shield, and now with no crystal? I can barely think!" he admitted.

	"You haven't . . . you . . . YOU MEAN TO TELL ME THAT WE'VE JUST DRAWN THE ATTENTION OF EVERY LAST ONE OF THOSE MONSTERS AND YOU HAVEN'T A SPELL TO CAST AGAINST THEM!" Caya raved, pulling her sword.

	Deacon nodded, fumbling through his bag.

	"I can understand wanting to end your life on a high note, but I would have appreciated a bit of warning! I'd have preferred an audience for my death!" Caya fumed, as she gripped the sword tightly. "Ah, well. At least we'll take a building full of cowards with us! Shame it being a church!"

	Deacon did not answer. Partially because taking his hands away from his ears to rummage through the bag had cost him what was left of his hearing, and partly because he was busy running some calculations. He pulled the small, clear vial from the bag and pulled it open, smelling it. It certainly smelled like the substance he knew as moon nectar. He recalled the portion of his education devoted to it. Collected from the leaves of special herbs only on the nights of blue moons and eclipses, moon nectar was nothing short of condensed, distilled magic. 

	He hadn't taken it from Entwell. Even in Entwell, there simply wasn't this much to be had. There was no telling where it came from--it would have taken ages, perhaps thousands of years to collect this much. Had he been more certain that it was what he believed it to be, he'd have sent the bottle with Myranda. Now, well, if it turned out to be poison, whatever death it might bring to him could only be an improvement over the one heading toward him on rough leather wings. One drop, he worked out, would provide him with all of the strength he'd squandered and then some. His body might just be able to contain the strength in two. Slowly, he put the edge of the vial to his lips.

	"Trying to gird your loins? No sense being genteel about it," Caya said, quite literally to deaf ears.

	In a smooth, practiced--and, at any other time, predictable--way, she placed a finger at the vial's base and tipped it up, pouring the entire contents down Deacon's throat. The wizard silently swallowed. Even facing the death sentence it represented, he would not allow himself to waste a drop. A moment later, the sensation began. It was a fire, though the word falls far short, that burned in the center of his mind and the pit of the soul and built. He shuddered as he tried to spread the effects, feeling as though if he allowed it to remain concentrated, it would burn a hole through all of reality. The liquid was the spark, and his spirit the tinderbox.

	"Strong stuff?" Caya asked, eyes wide as Deacon turned slowly to her, his eyes already taking on a brilliant white gleam.

	"Get your men and bring them indoors," he calmly instructed, his unstrained voice louder than the bell and gaining dimensions with each word, as though it echoed not only through space, but time as well. "I do not know what is going to happen, but it is going to be spectacular."

	With that, Deacon paced toward the edge of the roof and, without hesitation, stepped off of it. 

	Caya had opened her mouth to warn him, but something about the crackling, glowing footprints he'd left a few inches above the roof behind him made her realize it would be a waste of breath. Reluctantly pulling her eyes from the spectacle, she rushed down the stairs. 

	Deacon hung past the edge of the roof for a moment, then he was atop the tower. He hadn't appeared to move at all, as though he'd remained still and all of existence had shifted to accommodate him. Once in place, he turned his mind lightly to a spell.

	The mystic act reached Myranda as a distant, brilliant flash of light. The flare was impossibly bright, somehow gleaming through the stone walls of the castle. It lasted for less than an instant, so brief that she dismissed it, but she could not dismiss its effects. Myranda's trip down into the heart of the castle brought her against spell after enchantment after curse, as though the castle itself was composed of the blasted things. They bored at her soul, pushed against her from all sides. But now they were gone, every one of them, swept away by Deacon’s will. The door ahead of her swung open.

	A thousand questions and a hundred concerns fought for a place in her mind, but Myranda ignored them. She could not afford to waste this opportunity wondering if it was a trap. Already the spells were slipping back into place and the door was closing. She dove for it, gathering the might of her body and mind to keep it open. It was enough to halt it, but only just, and not nearly wide enough to slip through. Slowly, the enchantment against her strengthened and she began to lose ground.

	Behind her, there was a whipping of wind. Outside it might have been dismissed, but her mad dash had taken her deep into the castle. There was only one explanation for such a sound here. Myranda cast a look over her shoulder and saw the swirling form of Ether rushing toward her. 

	The shapeshifter had spent the last few minutes attempting to enter the castle. As a creature of pure magic, Ether found herself far more affected by the recently dismissed enchantments, and the look on her face made it clear that she was in no mood to allow them to bar her way any longer.

	In a single smooth motion, Ether transitioned to stone, gently brushed Myranda aside, and clashed against the door before her momentum had begun to dissipate. The collision neatly knocked the heavy wooden construction from its hinges, sending it sliding a short distance into a particularly ornate hall. 

	Myranda pulled herself from the floor and clutched the growing lump where her head had met the wall. A gentle brushing aside from a stone form moving at blinding speed was, indeed, anything but gentle. She'd barely brought the thought of healing the injury to mind when her new staff obligingly dipped into the filled-to-bursting reserve crystals and did so for her.

	Ether stalked into the tall, elegant chamber beyond the door, but clearly something was wrong. She walked as one through a storm. The magic that merely slowed Myranda hit her like a hurricane gale. Finally, she reluctantly took on her human form. As the focused mana turned to mundane flesh and bone, the arcane pressure parted around her rather than pounding against her. The expression on her face was one of determination and concentration. The human form was useful for many things, but battle was not one of them. If her elemental forms were vulnerable in the presence of this magic, she would need an alternative. She mentally searched through the handful of forms she'd managed to memorize from the samples Deacon had stolen. Surely one of them would be adequate for an indoor clash . . . 

	Myranda hurried in after her. One of the generals was near, she could feel it. What little light there had been in the hallway gave way to utter darkness in the massive new room. The light from her staff glinted off hints of gold and silver hidden in the blackness. The hall had a luxury to it that was felt, even though it wasn't seen. Slowly, carefully, as though she might not be ready for what it would reveal, she coaxed more light from her staff. It fell upon portraits in gilded frames, ornamental and ceremonial swords, shields and daggers . . . and a throne.

	Myranda dropped to one knee and lowered her gaze, managing. "Y-your Majesty."

	Somehow, Myranda hadn't thought she would find him here, that she would have found instead one of the generals in the throne, gloating, with the crown of the empire upon his head. Instead, she found a man. Though frail and old, he seemed to be authority and wisdom itself. Even with her eyes averted, she could feel him looking at her.

	"Rise, child. I deserve no such reverence. Not anymore." He spoke in a voice to match his position, rising slowly and stepping down from the throne as he did.

	"But you are the king. The emperor. You rule this land," Myranda said.

	He placed a hand on her shoulder.

	"A ruler has power and wisdom. Power I never truly had. Wisdom . . . wisdom I had only believed I had. I realized too late that even that was not so," he said. "Now stand. You are Myranda, I believe. Myranda Celeste. My generals would have me believe you mean only harm for my kingdom."

	Myranda stood.

	"The generals. Sire, you must understand, the generals are--" Myranda began.

	"I know. I know more, perhaps, than you. You've made a valiant effort, but you are too late," he explained.

	"That is not your decision to make, human. Now reveal the generals. Bagu is near," Ether growled.

	"Ether, please this man deserves respect!" Myranda scolded.

	"Yes, Ether. Where are your manners?" came a voice, seemingly from everywhere at once.

	The words echoed around the room, masking the slow, deliberate opening of a door. From within emerged Bagu. His scarred face bore an arrogant expression, an expression of extreme satisfaction. In his hands was an hourglass. Myranda raised her staff, Ether took a step back, settling on one of the more aggressive forms she could remember. With a burst of wind, she assumed the form of a tiger. Massive teeth bared, plate-sized paws sprouting finger-long claws, the shapeshifter pounced.

	"Enough!" Bagu shouted, raising a hand.

	A pulse of energy knocked the heroes back.

	He grinned, continuing. "This is a momentous occasion. It is for your benefit that I allow you to live to see it. You see, you are about to witness the death of your world."

	As Myranda struggled to her feet, the last grain of sand slid with painful slowness into the bottom bulb. It struck the pile. Instantly, there was a rumble like continuous thunder. The ground began to shudder under their feet. The roar grew steadily until antiques rattled from their shelves and smashed upon the ground. Dust and mortar sprinkled from the walls and ceiling. Bagu laughed. It was a dark, demented laugh, dripping with evil. 

	The sound stabbed at Myranda's mind. The young wizard steadied herself on the shaking ground. No. It would not end like this. Not here. She charged. Bagu raised his hand again. A wall of magic shimmered into being, crackling with energy and strong enough to stop a stampede. Myranda did not slow. As she came to the wall, she slashed at it with the D'karon staff. The impenetrable barrier rippled and spread apart like the oily surface of a swamp, Bagu’s spell countered by one of the same design. She hurtled through the gap. The wizards clashed.

	Outside, those soldiers who had not managed to reach shelter before Deacon struck were left with an image that would linger in their nightmares for the rest of their lives. The whole of the first attack occurred in an instant, but that instant seemed to last an eternity. 

	A sphere of light burst out from around Deacon. Those creatures nearest to it were simply undone. First, their body divided into separate pieces--heads, limbs, wings, and segments of tail and neck hanging in midair. Then they too disassembled, hide, flesh, blood, and bone pulling apart--not in a gory way, but as though they were simply components that were being dismantled. Then, somehow, even these things seemed to divide further into whatever constituent parts made them up. It continued, further and further, finer and finer, until nothing remained at all, the whole sequence analyzed by Deacon with a cool, scientific eye.

	Those luckless beasts who found themselves just outside of the sphere suffered the same fate, albeit to varying degrees of completeness. They remained in such a state when time finally came flooding back, some clattering to the ground, others dissipating like a cloud, still others spattering as a liquid, and the rest in some horrid combination of every stage. None lasted for long. All told, perhaps ten beasts remained fully intact once the moment had passed--those fortunate enough to have been slower than their brethren.

	Deacon's mind was fragmented, with each part working feverishly on its own task. One aspect stored the wealth of information gleaned from the dissection of the dragoyles. Another skillfully navigated him to the ground. A third carefully tallied the remaining threats and tasks at hand. The largest part was taking special notice of the effects an overdose of moon nectar seemed to be having. 

	The mystic energy he'd consumed was greater by many orders of magnitude than he was able to contain or control. Were it a more traditional type of energy, the effects would have been brief, immediate, and messy. Instead, the power he could not contain was escaping. It was not like his own strength, nestled inside and waiting to be harnessed. This power was pouring out of him, slipping through his mind and soul like water through a sieve. Whether he gave it form or not, it slipped away, crackling and baking the air as it did.

	As each facet of his mind finished its task, it merged with the rest, until finally there was but one Deacon within his mind once more. He was busy debating on what to do next. This power would be gone soon. The bulk of it was gone already. Briefly, he considered joining the heroes and striking down what foes he could, but he knew it would not last, and there was no telling what state he would be in when it ran out. 

	The outside world, having recovered from his onslaught, made its presence known, quickly putting any other prospective tasks to rest. The ground was shaking, a mysterious blue light was painting the clouds to the north, and he was surrounded by nearmen.

	Their numbers, despite the long battle against superior foes, were still in the hundreds. The creations had been imbued with a carefully measured amount of intelligence. They were smart enough to identify him as the chief target, but not so clever as to determine their odds of victory. Fear and common sense existed in precisely edited forms so as to ensure that orders were followed no matter the cost and no matter the risk. They raised their weapons and rushed at him.

	Deacon's mind was still floundering in energy enough for an army of wizards, but it was rushing out rapidly. Already he knew that any attempts at the reality-defying manipulations he'd managed moments ago would fall short. What was called for now was conventional magic . . . in massive quantities. He attempted a quick assessment of the surplus of energy but failed miserably, the constantly shifting effects of the overdose having evolved into a sensation akin to looking into the sun while simultaneously another sun was looking out from the inside. This was a situation that called for successive approximation.

	He drew his gray blade and spun it up to speed and beyond, until the weapon was little more than a shimmering disk producing a terrifying whine. He hoisted a sword from the ground with his mind and set it spinning. It quickly became clear that this was taking too long, and the circle of nearmen charging toward him was growing nearer. Like birds rising from a field, every stray sword left by a defeated soldier lifted from the ground. There were dozens. One by one, in rapid succession, the swords matched the speed of his blade. 

	Deacon nodded. This would do.

	 


Chapter 27

	Across the city, the thump and clang of blunt blades encountering poorly-made armor filtered and reverberated through streets and alleys until it reached the motionless body of Ivy as a chorus of dull percussions. She was sprawled on the ground, barely breathing in the aftermath of her outburst of fear. Desmeres’s blades were scorched but intact in her still-clenched fists. At some point, they had resumed their original shape, but the near-blinding glow of the embedded crystals persisted. As Ivy drew in a slow, shallow breath, there was a sudden, sharp pulse. The breath came out as a scream. The stored energy forcibly and painfully returned to its source, tearing Ivy from her repose and restoring her to a wakeful, albeit dazed, state.

	"What was that? Oh . . . Oh, no. Where am I! There were dragoyles! Are they gone? Hello! How long has it been? Did we win?" Ivy stammered, as her eyes darted around the street.

	Slowly, she became aware of her surroundings. The ground was littered with broken armor, flecks of black blood, and gray dust. Debris was clattering about the cobblestones as the ground maintained a constant, low rumble. The nearest sound came from the north. She turned to find, a short distance away, a gate. A smattering of nearmen were hacking at it with swords and axes, and a few were in the process of scaling it using ropes hanging from the top. Beyond that was a castle. Far in the distance behind it, there was a pool of white-blue light on the clouds.

	With her investigations thus far offering up more questions than answers, Ivy looked herself over. She was certain she'd changed, and fairly certain it had been fear. That usually cost her a few days and left her with scorched clothes. Her outfit was none the worse for wear, and she was not nearly hungry enough for days to have passed. There was something strange going on, and she had a feeling Desmeres’s equipment was to blame, but that didn't matter right now.

	"We were heading for the castle, so that's where I'm going," she decided.

	She ran to the castle gate, her head slowly clearing. By the time she reached it, she felt tired, but no more so than after a long day of walking. She wasn't at her best, but she was hardly at her worst. 

	There was something very noisy happening on the other side of the gate, something that clearly was far more interesting to the nearmen than she was. Jumping from ground to shoulder to rope, she managed to make it halfway up the wall before a single foe noticed her.

	"Off! Get off!" she cried as one of the soldiers grabbed at her foot.

	A firm yank managed to dislodge the foe above her on the same line, and moment later she was atop the gate. A moment after that, she was dangling from the edge, a column of flames lancing over her head.

	"Myn!" she scolded, peeking up. "It's me! What are you . . . wow. You've been busy."

	At the base of the other side of the gate was a mound of ruined armor and ruined soldiers as tall as Ivy. Myn reared up and leaned against the gate, bringing her to eye-level with Ivy atop it. The malthrope stepped gingerly onto Myn's head and navigated down her back to the ground. Myn finished the remaining nearmen with a sweep of flame down the outside of the gate. The immediate threat gone, Myn looked with confusion at the streets that were mysteriously free of nearmen. She gazed vaguely in the direction of the city's center, where periodically Deacon's spinning swords flitted above the skyline like long metal insects. The dragon looked in confusion to Ivy.

	"Don't ask me, I just woke up! Where is everyone? In there?" Ivy asked, indicating the splintered doorway.

	Myn nodded.

	"All right. I guess you stay here. I'll try to find them," Ivy said, venturing inside.

	The castle shook from a blast somewhere deep inside.

	"I don't think it will be hard," Ivy called, as she disappeared down the hallway.

	Myn watched Ivy go until she could no longer see her, then padded uneasily about the courtyard. She pawed at the smoldering pile of armor briefly, then plopped down to the ground, huffing in irritation.

	The air in the throne room was alive with magic. The king sat on the throne, looking upon the battle with the distant, helpless interest of a man watching the icy water lap up the sides of his sinking ship. 

	Myranda held the D'karon staff in one hand and Desmeres’s staff in the other. Powerful spells arced across the room. It was quickly becoming clear that Myranda was still no match for Bagu, but between the robe Desmeres provided and quick work with the D'karon staff, the young wizard found that she could shrug off most anything the general could summon mystically. The same, alas, could be said for Bagu. Fire hot enough to melt stone faded to nothing as it neared him. Black magics had no effect at all. The only progress at all was made by Ether.

	The shapeshifter was on her third form, abandoning the form of a tiger for that of a wolf, and the wolf for that of a bear. Myranda's uninterrupted assault had created a handful of openings, and Ether had filled every one with tooth and claw. Thick black blood leaked from slashes across Bagu's back, but the wounds were quickly closing. Worse, the animal forms, though immune to whatever persisting spells had been tearing at her elemental forms, were defenseless against the perversions of magic that Bagu unleashed upon her directly. A sizzling patch of fur served as a reminder.

	In a single move, the tide turned against the Chosen. Bagu's fist closed about the D'karon staff and wrenched it from Myranda's grasp. No sooner did the staff leave her grip than the full force of a dozen lingering spells dropped upon Myranda at once. Black energy wracked her body with pain enough to snuff out the spell she'd been readying. With a thrusting kick, he knocked Myranda to the ground and hissed a mouthful of arcane words that nearly incinerated Ether's hulking form. She shifted to stone and gathered herself, searching for a form that might do some good.

	"Stupid creatures," Bagu spat. "The battle is lost! There is nothing you can do! You have failed at your purpose!"

	The dark wizard punctuated each sentence with a new and worse twist of magic. It was all Myranda could do to hold them off. Bagu's hand finally reached for the hilt of his sword, left untouched at his belt. He'd not had the opportunity to brandish it, but with the momentum on his side he revealed its obsidian blade. Myranda's faltering spell of protection buckled and quavered. Without words, Bagu raised the weapon. 

	A blur of white flashed through the room and clashed with the sword. Ivy stood unsteadily, blades crossed against Bagu's weapon.

	"You won't kill my friend," Ivy hissed, red flaring in her eyes.

	"It is long past time this failed experiment was brought to an end," Bagu replied, coils as dark as shadow working their way up Ivy's legs as he bore down on his blade.

	The general's mystic strength seemed bottomless. Ivy clenched her teeth in agony as Bagu's spell burned at her soul. He seemed determined to overpower her, to show her that he was stronger. Slowly, Ivy began to lose ground. The blade sagged nearer to her face. Then, without warning, the pressure was gone. A hole had opened on Bagu’s breast plate, seemingly on its own. There was silence. Not a gasp of pain, not a grunt of effort. Gradually, a polished silver blade, now smeared with black blood, wavered into view within the wound. The general staggered aside. Behind him, no longer hidden by his sword's spell, was Lain.

	What followed next was chaos. Scalding, black as death energy began to erupt out of the wound. Like water from a ruptured dam, the power came. In the center of the storm was Lain, sword firmly held in hand, and Bagu. The general lurched, clutching desperately at the blade and bellowing words that twisted reality. He cast out his hand and a trio of curls of darkness drew together, swirling and opening. From the hole in the air came a shaft of piercing blue light--the very same hue as that which painted the skies to the north. He heaved himself free of Lain's blade and stumbled though the portal. It snapped shut, the unspent energy lashing outward and tearing at the heroes, crumbling the stone and warping the ceremonial shields on the walls.

	Then there was quiet. A distant rumble, the ping of cooling stone, and the clatter of debris settling were the only sounds. Here and there, the masonry of the walls was striped with a swath of glowing red heat like veins in marble. It was the only light. Slowly, it was joined by Myranda's magic. The light that had so recently fallen upon splendor and history now fell upon ruin. Ancient portraits lay dashed upon the floor. Tapestries smoldered. The heroes slowly gathered themselves.

	"Is everyone all right?" Ivy asked, as she helped Myranda to her feet.

	Ether was slowly returning to her human form. As massive as the battle had been, she was not much worse for wear. The animal forms that were so often forsaken in favor of her elemental ones had been virtually effortless to assume, and as most of the attacks had merely damaged her physically, the injuries were whisked away with the form. Lain had once scolded her for squandering her abilities. Now it seemed that he may have been correct--she could have been more efficient.

	The special equipment provided by Desmeres had taken the brunt of the damage directed at the others with barely a mark to show for it. Lain slid the ring of his sword to the position Deacon had indicated would heal him. Within a few moments, at the cost of the remainder of the sword's stolen power, Lain's injuries were nearly gone. Myranda put her mind to repairing the damage she'd taken, then turned her attentions to Ivy. Of all of the heroes, she'd fared the best, barely requiring more than a moment of the healer's ministrations. The king was another matter.

	"Your Majesty!" Myranda cried, rushing to the throne.

	The burst created by the closing of the portal had struck him unimpeded; the elderly monarch was slumped across the arm of the throne. Myranda ran to him. It was the work of a few moments to revive him, but to restore him was another matter entirely. The D'karon magic had a cruel, almost poisonous quality to it. It wrapped about one's soul and remained long after the injuries were closed.

	"Enough. Leave me," the king said.

	"You are my king and I will not allow you to die," Myranda said.

	"See to the city. They deserve what little time you can give them," the king said, pushing Myranda away.

	"The city is fine. I don't think we knocked down a single building," Ivy said, a hint of disappointment in her voice. "The streets are pretty much clear. I think the Undermine are mopping up the rest. And Deacon, I suppose. I don't know, I missed most of it."

	"Still, it doesn't matter. It is over now. Perhaps my ancestors truly thought they were saving the kingdom. I was still a boy when I learned the truth, that they had all of the power. This kingdom ceased to be ours the very moment one of those things wore the colors of the north. I knew I couldn't take it back, I could only delay the awful realization from hitting my people. I never would have thought that it was the world I was failing," the king rambled.

	"Be still, Your Majesty. You are out of danger, but you will need to rest," Myranda said.

	"Your Majesty . . . Your Majesty! I am no king. I am barely a man. My name, my kingdom, my bloodline is tainted forever," he raged, throwing his crown to the ground.

	"We are wasting time. We need to find and end the generals while Bagu is still wounded," Ether insisted.

	"The generals don't matter. The sand has run out. The gateway is open now. They have succeeded, you have failed," the king muttered.

	"Gateway?" Myranda asked.

	"Their world to ours . . . indeed, their world to theirs," the king said vaguely.

	"A gateway is open? Where?" Myranda gasped.

	"I think I know! There was light on the clouds to the north. That has to be it, right?" Ivy said, her voice radiating the simple joy of being helpful.

	"Let us go! That gateway must be closed," Myranda said. "But the king!"

	"Go! There are some yet within these walls who would defend me," the king replied.

	Lain was already padding swiftly down the hallway. The others quickly followed. With a final look to her king, Myranda joined them.

	"Myranda! You have to hear what happened! These things that Desmeres made, I think they woke me up! And . . ." Ivy began.

	"Ivy, we've still got a job to do. You can tell me later. If there is a later . . ." Myranda said solemnly.

	"There'd better be. I have a lot to say," Ivy stated.

	Myn leapt alertly to her feet when the heroes arrived. Myranda, Ivy, and Lain climbed to her back. After a few words, Myn began to charge along the courtyard, building speed and spreading her wings. The load was half again heavier than she was used to, and she was lifting off with a day of flight and a night of battle between her and her last real rest. The wings caught the air and pumped experimentally as she made a few successively longer hops. Then, with a final leap, she launched herself into the air. 

	After a few powerful flaps of her wings, it was as though she carried no weight at all. She wheeled and set off toward the piercing point of light on the horizon to the north.

	#

	Deacon's rampage was coming to an end. He'd adopted a spectrum of different manipulations with the swords as his power had waned. Rotating blades that cut through armor gave way to sweeping swarms of swords that he directed as a conductor might direct his musicians. As his strength dropped further, so too did a number of the swords. Those that remained orbited him in a complex pattern, separating and obeying his whim when the time came to attack. Blades assembled to mimic his fingers clutching and tearing at massive dragoyles. Others swept into place to block blows and keep soldiers at bay. When his mind weakened further, he thinned the cluster of swords to ten carefully arranged about him, floating and striking as though in the hands of invisible warriors defending him.

	Now what swords remained sagged and drifted sluggishly. He carefully made another mental note on the effects of the overdose of nectar. It would seem that the flood of energy escaping him had the same effect as a siphon on a barrel of water. It continued to draw energy much at the same rate even after it had reached quantities he should have been able to maintain. In short, he was far worse off now than before taking the tonic. 

	Surrounding him was a single, badly injured dragoyle and perhaps fifty nearmen, the very last vestiges of D'karon influence in the city. Though it meant he had sawed, slashed, and bludgeoned his way through the vast majority of soldiers, this remaining fraction may as well have been an entire army. He simply didn't have the strength to face them.

	As the final sword slipped back to the ground and Deacon staggered over the heaps of shredded armor, he quietly thanked his good judgment for not offering aid to the others. No doubt Myranda would not have let him die without a fight, and what energy she wasted on saving him might well have cost them the battle, and thus the world. Here, at least, he could be killed without consequence. He smiled weakly as the fate he'd been expecting all along stalked inevitably closer. 

	They were nearly upon him when a chorus of war cries from the opposite end of the courtyard startled him out of his reverie--and, more importantly, distracted the nearmen.

	Deacon faintly remembered, an eternity ago when he'd taken the dose of moon nectar, that he'd warned the Undermine to seek shelter. At the time, they had been a dozen or so men and women. Unless one of the lesser effects of the potion was to confuse one's hearing, that number had grown greatly. He turned to the church to find, alongside the well-armed and poorly armored soldiers, were poorly-armed and unarmored aristocrats, screaming for blood. His addled mind tried to work out how the terrified gathering of social elite had been stirred into a maddened mob of berserkers. Caya claimed not to be a wizard, so it was not magic that had set their spirits aflame. Regardless, Caya seemed to have a power of persuasion that any wizard would kill for, and she wielded it through words alone.

	On the strength of numbers and frenzied enthusiasm, the D'karon quickly fell to Caya's force. The most skilled of the soldiers spread out, each leading a small band of civilians. Names were shouted, doors were opened, streets were filled. Quickly, the city came to life again, this time populated by those to whom it belonged. The air filled with voices passing the tale from ear to ear. Curses of anger, cries of disbelief, and gasps of fear mixed with a universal feeling of relief. Whatever had happened, whoever was to blame, at least now it was all over. 

	Caya and Tus approached the weary sorcerer, the latter delivering a slap on the back that nearly threw him to the ground.

	"Why didn't you do that in the first place? For heaven's sake, my boy, you practically could have taken the city on your own!" Caya cried.

	Deacon did not answer. He was too busy keeping his eyes focused on the retreating form of Myn, carrying the other Chosen north. It wasn't over. Not yet. 

	 


Chapter 28

	There were few who had ever seen this part of the world. Well outside the curious pocket of livable temperatures that made the capital possible, this mountain range that stretched to the very top of the world was nothing short of suicide to traverse on foot. The mountains had no individual names. No adventurer or explorer had yet to challenge a single summit. A half-circle of mountains that stood noticeably above the rest were known collectively as the Ancients. The rest were known simply as the Dagger Gale Mountains, and with good reason. 

	The wind seemed to cut like a knife, as though the air itself was freezing into jagged, pointed sheets. Myn heaved a heavy, streaming breath of flame every few minutes and basked in the all-too-brief warmth it brought. Despite the near fatal cold, though, each hero had a far more pressing concern, and it lay just ahead.

	Nestled in the shallow bowl of a valley half ringed by the Ancients was a trio of triangular columns. The obelisks were gray, wide as a small building at the base and towering taller than the tallest tree. They tapered gradually along their lengths, then suddenly near the top, such that the massive towers were topped with small pyramids. Each tower stood many hundreds of paces from the other, evenly spaced as the points of a sprawling triangle, so large it took up most of the northern half of the valley. A small city could have comfortably fit between the towers.

	Myn circled closer. The towering columns were perfectly smooth, seeming almost polished. Neither a line of mortar nor a single brick marred the surface, as though each tower had been carved from a single massive stone. The only interruption to the glassy sheen was on the inward-facing side, where massive runes were embossed into the surface. They covered the entire inner face, and led to a point of intense blue light that floated in mid-air just in front of the final rune. Each tower had such a point, and from each point emerged a single shaft of tangible mystic energy, bright as a bolt of lightning. The shaft buzzed and crackled, lancing down through the icy air to a point midway between the two towers opposite it. It came to a stop at a point above the ground precisely half the height of the tower. The point where the shafts crossed was brighter than the brightest sun on the clearest day. Directly below it, paper-thin and defined by the points where the shafts ended, was a triangle of pure black. 

	The whole of the structure had a terrible, geometric precision. The thought that something so enormous could be so exact was chilling.

	"What is it?" Ivy asked in awe.

	"It can only be the portal . . ." Myranda answered.

	Ether, without a word, hurled her windy form to the ground. Myn followed, wheeling gradually toward the only other thing in the whole of the valley. It was a lone figure, a man, casting a long, black, twisted shadow. Ether took on her stone form, but held firm a few paces away from him. When Myn touched down and the heroes spilled from her back, it was clear why she hesitated. He was standing just within the area traced by the towers, and the power that poured out of the border felt as though crossing the line that separated them would tear flesh from bone.

	"Astounding, isn't it!?" shouted the man over the diabolical mix of sounds the portal produced.

	His back was to the Chosen as he admired the monstrous configuration. He continued: 

	"The end result of centuries of constant work. Two hundred fifty-five years, eight months, eleven days, fifteen hours. In your time, at least. Every moment of it filled with conjuring, sapping, chanting, and focusing. First ourselves, then a few of your own wizards, and finally a veritable army of Demont's nearmen made especially for the purpose. Even so, we'd estimated over three hundred years to get the gateway in place. That is, of course, until we captured you," he said.

	The figure turned. It was Myranda's father, but his face made it clear that such was the case only on the surface. Epidime looked out from within.

	"Ivy and Ether were the most help, but you all made a contribution. Those crystals. You filled hundreds of them. Each one took months off of the process. In just a few days, we made great bounds toward completion. If only you'd been a few minutes sooner, you might have seen it all come together. It is a sight to behold. The towers aren't built, you know. They are summoned. They are utterly impenetrable, every aspect of them carefully shaped in the mind. One moment a shifting mass of focused magic, the next three perfect towers coaxed instantly into existence. They draw the power to hold the portal open from your very world. A marvel. Every detail a marvel. 

	"You made it interesting, I can tell you. I had actually begun to believe we wouldn't get the gateway open. Now we have, and only three worlds in all of our experience have ever closed one. None of those worlds exist any longer."

	"Where are the others!?" demanded Ether. "The time has come. You shall meet your fate, and your creation will die with you!"

	"Bagu went through. He took Demont with him. They are gathering the army," Epidime said.

	"Your army is destroyed," Myranda called out.

	"No. Your army is destroyed. Those were Demont's toys. Made in your world, of your resources. The D'karon was a force of four. Three, now that Teht is dead. Ah . . . but, then, you never did understand that part, did you? I suppose now is as good a time as any. You thought the name for our race, for our kind, was D'karon. You were wrong. D'karon is a military term. It means ‘first wave.’ You thought you'd been facing an invasion. The invasion hadn't even begun," he explained, with a grin that cut to the soul.

	The vast field of black above him began to ripple. Whirls of clouds wafted and twisted, revealing whispers and glimpses of things unspeakable. Epidime's grin grew to a smile.

	"Until now," he added.

	On cue, the whole of the triangular void erupted. Black clouds rushed out with the force of an avalanche, tearing the heroes from the ground and whipping them through the air. The howling of the fetid wind was joined by a rumble and quake. The ground shook as though a landslide were bringing the very mountains down upon them. The wind slowed, not as though it was cut off, but as though the pressure behind it was slowly being equalized. 

	By the time the heroes found themselves on the ground once more, they were scattered to the far reaches of the valley. The blackness was still. It hung like a fog in the air, filtering the light from the obelisks into a pale haze. The stench was a choking combination of arcane odors. In the shifting, smoky fog, dark forms moved indistinctly at the threshold of vision.

	A cold wind began to pour into the valley. Ether's windy form rose up, the swirling mass trailing behind her, lifting the black veil that hung over the valley. It revealed a sight worse than any one of them could have imagined. The ground was alive with creatures, wretched beasts that had no place in this world. No two seemed the same, each a mass of spidery legs and lashing tendrils, snapping mandibles and gyrating wings, chitinous shells and glistening claws. The horrid creatures ranged from the size of a large dog to as massive as an elephant, with the exception of three.

	The first was barely a creature at all. In shape, it vaguely resembled a root that one might find in an apothecary jar. A leathery indigo hide stretched over a body tapered at either end and massively thick in the middle, studded over its entire surface with spiky barbs. The barbs along the bottom sprouted deep violet stalks, shiny with something the consistency of syrup that dripped from the barbs, and tipped with swollen, spherical orange ends. The stalks hoisted its body, easily the size of a house, from the ground like legs.

	Behind it was a creature almost twice as tall. Its body seemed to be composed entirely of three thick appendages joined to a central bulge. The limbs were tubes thick as Lain was tall and ended in a ring of flat, pointed teeth that spread like toes as it walked. Its skin was hidden beneath a coat of white fur. On the misshapen bulge where the limbs came together, hundreds of small black eyes, scattered across top and bottom, blinked randomly.

	The last was a beast so tall it was not until it had come out from beneath the black void that it was able to unfold itself to its full height. The thing was standing on seven narrow legs, thick as a tree trunk where it left the boulder-sized body, and tapering to a point along its segmented length. It resembled a daddy long legs, the body sagging between the upward-arcing limbs. While only seven touched the ground, the twisted thing had more legs than could be counted. Most were tiny, twitching things that spiked the body like an urchin. Randomly scattered among them were larger ones, a trio of which surrounded a clacking, squid-like beak, the only part of its body not sprouting limbs.

	Standing among the hell's menagerie were the three remaining generals. Epidime's infuriating look of satisfied superiority stood in stark contrast to the deep, penetrating look of madness that twisted the remnants of Bagu's face. His obsidian sword was joined by a second in his other hand, and his gaze was locked firmly on Lain. Demont was atop the reared-up neck of a beast that looked to be a horse-sized combination of a serpent and a centipede. He had a distracted look on his face, as though he had more important things on his mind than battle. With a single gesture from this third general, the demon horde washed over the icy ground like a tide.

	The Chosen hurled themselves into the fray. Lain's sword was in constant motion, lightning-quick slashes opening gaping wounds on the larger beasts and dividing the smaller ones into pieces. Streaks of silver flashed toward the airborne creatures that strayed to near to him, sending the beasts crashing to the ground with daggers buried deep in each. The gems of his blade quickly took on a brilliant glow. Most of the creatures were left behind, hopelessly slower than their target. Speed, however, could only overcome so much, and before long Lain found himself facing a wall of creatures too large to avoid and too well-armored to strike down. Lashing talons and snapping jaws closed in around him. The assassin tightened his grip on his weapon and angled the blade against their attacks.

	Myn took to the air. The towering, spider-like creature was moving across the valley with staggering speed, and she knew that it could quite easily be a threat to any of her friends. Slashing and searing those winged beasts foolish enough to face her, Myn climbed high into the air. When the chaos was far below her, she turned, tucked her wings, and dove, flames streaming from her gaping maw and fury burning in her eyes. 

	The ponderous, many-legged creature lumbered blindly, only seeming to become aware of the dragon's approach a moment before she collided. Tooth and claw clamped about the thick base of one of its legs with the full force of momentum behind them. The shell-like surface creaked, cracked, and split, gushing dark green blood. The beak released an earsplitting wail and the legs long enough to reach Myn began to slash and scrape madly at the dragon's scales. Myn ignored them, working industriously at removing the leg.

	Ether's form flickered to flame, anger burning in her mind like never before. To the others, these beasts were merely a threat. To Ether they were a personal slight, a slap in the face of all that she embodied. She was nature given form, but these beasts . . . they were creations of another nature entirely. She dipped low, charring a path through the smaller beasts, injuring as many as she could as she made her way to the indigo skinned beast, a very definite sequence of events forming in her mind. She swept below the creature, her blazing touch sizzling against the tendrils that held it aloft. As each one was scalded and blistered, it retreated into its barb. 

	By the time she'd passed completely beneath the monster, too few tendrils remained. It teetered and finally collapsed to the side, its massive bulk rolling over a cluster of its fellow invaders, crushing them utterly. New, glistening tentacles were already sprouting out from beneath it to raise the beast again when Ether landed atop it. No sooner had she done so than she leapt back into the air, searing pain stabbing at her everywhere she'd touched the beast. Her flames flared brighter as she dove for another attack. Again, she was repelled. The creature's hide glowed lightly where she'd touched it. The glow then spread and faded. It couldn't be . . . this beast fed off of her energy.

	Myranda thrust her staff into the earth and cast a tremor forward. The ice and stone rolled forward like a cresting wave, hurling beasts aside. She sprinted through the wake behind it. The scrabbling of beasts trying to right themselves after being whipped aside and the screech of beasts trampling them to get to her stabbed at Myranda's ears. None of it mattered. Her eyes were focused on a form wading unmolested through the sea of demons, grin on his face. 

	Epidime stood stone-still as the wave of earth approached. A flex of Myranda's mind split the rippling earth around him, throwing aside the beasts that stood guard around him. A moment later Myranda stepped into the clearing. A wave of one hand coaxed a ring of stone spires from the ground, walling off the creatures. A whispered phrase supplemented it with a glimmering shield that curved up over them. The pair stood in a personal arena, for the moment sealed away from the rest of the conflict.

	"Just the two of us, once again. So this is it. This is all it takes to break you. I spent hours trying to find my way to that last corner of your mind. Weeks trying to weaken you enough to loosen your grip on it, and all of this time I needed but to find your father. One glimpse of him and you abandon everything you believe in," Epidime remarked.

	"Release him!" Myranda hissed, her staff raised and swirling with a spell ready to be cast.

	Epidime waved a hand dismissively and the churning magic slipped away.

	"For the sake of privacy, I will allow the shield and the stone, for now. This is far too delicious a torment to share with the others," Epidime said, his sinister tone turning Myranda's stomach. "You've more power now than you've ever had before, and what can you do with it?"

	He thrust his hand forward. A wave of energy smashed Myranda against the wall.

	"Nothing," he said.

	Ivy tried to gather herself. She was afraid. Maddeningly so. The light of it burned in her mind, but she simply didn't have the strength to slip over the edge. Perhaps it was something to be grateful for. Perhaps another time she would have been. It wasn't the towering behemoths that concerned her. It wasn't the rush of unidentifiable forms before her. Monsters and beasts were things she had faced so often in her short time with the others that they were almost comforting. What filled her with fear was the sight of Demont, though even the threat of the horrible things he had done to her and the horrible things he might to do her friends was not what frightened her most. 

	What frightened her most was what thinking of those things stirred up in her. Behind the fear, and growing stronger with every moment, was the hate. A hate that might be strong enough to do what the fear was failing to. A hate that might make her into what she'd been before. A hate that might not let go. The frightened creature backed slowly away as Demont drew nearer. She raised her weapons.

	"Get away from me!" Ivy cried.

	"You are my experiment, and there is still much I can learn from you," Demont said. "Now come."

	"I won't! I'm not your experiment. I'm one of the Chosen, I'm one of the ones who . . ." Ivy began, her voice trailing off and a familiar, empty look drifting into her eyes.

	Demont's fingers were wrapped tightly about the largest half of Ivy's crystal. All of her thoughts stopped cold, save for the deepest, least controlled of her feelings. Demont pointed firmly toward the portal. Ivy slowly began to march forward. There was no hesitation. There couldn't be. There was only obedience. Her face twitched slightly.

	Lain's blade was hard at work. The monsters were sturdy, but nothing that they had to defend themselves with could withstand the bite of his sword for more than a few swipes. Despite this, the sheer number of beasts attacking had kept him at a standstill. Worse, the number continued to grow as the flow of creatures dropping through the portal continued. Of course, Desmeres’s blade had more tricks up its sleeve. The gleaming crystals, having filled to bursting on the dark power that dwelled within his foes, were turned to the spell Deacon had identified as strength.

	At first, nothing seemed to change. He felt as he always had. The weapon felt no lighter. Only when he put blade to foe did the effects of the spell become obvious. His sword passed through the thick shelled horror before him without hesitation, and without resistance. A second and third swipe left the three largest threats in pieces. A quick leap, one that carried him far farther than he'd intended, landed him well behind the crush of enemies. His eyes turned to Bagu. The general seemed to be waiting for him.

	Twin black-bladed swords were raised defensively. Lain leapt again, now familiar with the extent of his strength. The agile assassin soared through the air, pivoting himself and angling his sword. When the time was right, he brought the weapon down, the lightning-fast motion adding its momentum to his own. Bagu's swords were crossed before him. The three blades met. The air in the shallow valley rang with a screeching far louder than any of the beasts that filled it. A moment later, Lain was on the ground. A moment after that the tips of Bagu's swords fell as well, sliced through.

	The general lurched back. The weapons he held, weapons that had been able to withstand anything that had been turned against them on a dozen worlds, had barely managed to deflect the assassin's blow enough to spare him its cut. Indeed, the front of his breast plate, already damaged by Lain once, now bore a new long gash. Bagu's flesh had been spared by a hair's breadth. 

	He looked to the malthrope only to see another slash aimed at him. A reflexive bit of magic sent Lain sliding back. In the few heartbeats that the distance had afforded him, Bagu uttered a dark incantation and his weapons were restored. Then he uttered another one. When Lain's weapon met Bagu's again, both blades held.

	"You've been given magic, assassin. You think that it will give you what you need to defeat me. I shall teach you how wrong you are," Bagu hissed.

	Lain fell back, shredded a few of the lesser beasts to restore his weapon's strength, and clicked a new spell into completion. Once again, it was the world that seemed to be affected, not he. The writhing mass of demons, the massive monsters, and the general before him all slowed to near stillness. When he moved, Lain almost felt as though he was in water. The air felt thick, pressing against him. He charged in, thrusting his sword forward, but an instant before it made contact, the general's weapon shot down, knocking it away.

	"There is nothing you can do that I cannot," Bagu said, matching the spell’s effects.

	The general traced an arcane symbol in the air and hissed a few more arcane words. The already dense air took on a tingling, living quality. Lain could feel it begin to burn and tear at him--not via some tangible wave of magic that could be deflected by his weapon, but directly. It was weak now, but each moment it grew stronger. Worse, he knew instantly that the slow onset of the spell’s effects were due to the effects of the spell he'd activated in the sword. The faint and fading glow of the weapon's gems assured him that if he did not cut this attack off at its source soon, he would be fully in its grasp with nothing to defend him. He rushed at Bagu, determined to end the foe before his spell could take full effect.

	There was a creaking snap, like the felling of a half-rotten tree, and one of the legs of the spider-like creature dropped to the ground. Instantly, Myn turned her attention to the veritable thicket of lesser limbs that had been making steady progress at scraping their way through her hide. A blast of flame and a few mad rakes with her claws cost the creature's back nearly its full complement of waving feelers, the narrow things snapping like twigs. 

	Suddenly, a rapier-sharp talon carved a shallow gash down Myn's back. The dragon turned to find the monster had coiled one of its primary legs beneath itself and up the other side in hopes of skewering the fire-breather. Myn simply clamped her jaws on the groping point, dug her claws into the half-roasted back, and unfurled her wings. The vast sails began to beat at the air, tugging the already unstable creature further and further off balance. The beast struggled to free its trapped leg and stumbled to right itself. All it managed to do was bring those beasts nearest to its feet to swift and sudden ends. Finally, the monster toppled over, falling in a slow, flailing arc. Myn leapt free at the last moment and hung in the air as the fragile creature collapsed like a bundle of dry reeds and finally became still as the swarm of smaller creatures flowed over it.

	Ether had assumed her stone form and was industriously tearing at one of the long seams along the side of the creature she fought. The beast's hide had withstood flame and cost the shapeshifter much of her strength, but the tendrils were vulnerable. That meant that it was the skin and the skin alone that could stand against her attacks. All that she had to do was find an opening, a point of entry. 

	Impossibly, the beast seemed to have no eyes, save the bulbs at the end of the tentacles, and no mouth. Those things that served as a beast's traditional points of weakness were wholly missing. That left her with the task of creating her own, and as stone fingers made slow progress to that end, the entire surface of the creature began to flutter and ripple. Finally, the seam split. 

	Ether shifted to fire and took to the air. The other seams were splitting as well, and one end of the beast was curling back. Like the blooming of some horrid flower, the beast opened. A bundle of tendrils lashed about inside what could now only be a mouth. Ether rushed inside.

	In an instant, the monster snapped shut again. For a few long moments, there was nothing--then came the sound. The beast seemed to have no means of making such a sound, but still it came, a subdued, hissing, sizzling noise. The sound was accompanied by a glow that began at the seams, brilliant orange. The barbs on its surface soon took on the same radiant glow. Finally, the glow became more general, spreading across the beast's skin until the whole of the creature shone a smoldering red color, like a paper lantern. The glow faded as patches of the beast's flesh darkened to black. 

	A blazing orange form, for the moment surpassing even the portal in brightness, burst from inside and watched with grim satisfaction as the blackened husk cracked and crumbled away. The glowing form then shifted to stone and plummeted into the throng below her with the force of a battering ram.

	#

	"You should have left me to one of your allies--Ether or Lain. Someone who would have done what needed to be done. Instead you take me for yourself," Epidime mocked, assaulting Myranda with mystic attacks that, to his mild surprise, she was managing to fend off. "What can you do? The Chosen have not marked this body. Nothing can chase me from it while it still serves my purposes. Considering that my purpose is to torture you, I assure you, I do not intend to relinquish control until there is nothing left of your father."

	"No!" Myranda cried, lashing out.

	She held out her hand and wrenched Epidime aloft with her mind.

	"I will do . . . what I must do," Myranda struggled through tears.

	"Are you trying to convince me or yourself? Regardless, you are fooling no one," he jabbed. "You won't kill your own father. He is the last link you have to your life, your history. Besides, you know it would do you no good."

	Myranda scoured her mind for anything she might be able to use to take her father out of the fight. Something had to exist that would render the body unusable for Epidime but would leave it whole. She lobbed sleep, paralysis, and a dozen other spells at Epidime, but she felt them fizzle and die. He seemed to raise defenses against them, one by one, that made the blasted spells useless. Her maddened mind finally came upon something that slipped through. It was clear from Epidime's expression that he was ill-prepared to deal with it.

	"Well, now . . . aren't we the clever one," Epidime struggled to say.

	The effects were subtle at first. Epidime's struggles slowed. He became heavier. As Myranda lowered him to the ground, the spell finally took full effect. His complexion grayed. His body turned to stone. After a few moments of stillness, a twisted shadow separated from the petrified form. First it launched itself at Myranda. There came the intense and familiar sensation of the general attempting to force his way into her mind. It only lasted for a moment. Then the shadow whisked away, effortlessly shattering the shield Myranda raised. 

	The wizard rushed after it, willing the protective stones aside to allow her to escape, then forcing them back in place, in hopes of protecting the stone figure of her father left behind.

	Ivy had been carefully navigated toward the portal, and was very nearly there. Demont was treating her carefully, as though he was afraid of damaging her. As such, the creatures surrounding her were ordered to give her a wide berth. One creature was venturing near, and was not responding to his unspoken commands.

	"Back!" he ordered.

	The beast, a small mass of legs and snapping jaws, broke into a run. Demont swiftly retrieved a dagger-like tool from his belt and raised it. The creature collided with the general. Its jaws first closed around the gleaming crystal extractor, crushing it to powder. It then turned and snapped at the crystal in Demont's other hand, but Ivy's blade caught it in the back. 

	Both Ivy and the rogue beast released a cry of agony. The beast writhed and struggled, finally exploding into a burst of wind. Ether launched Ivy back and turned to Demont, but he thrust the crystal that controlled Ivy into Ether's swirling form. The ravenous stone tore at her more intensely than any of the crystals she'd encountered before. She began to shift to stone and stumbled back, taking the stone with her.

	The half-shifted form lurched away, collapsing to the ground and clawing at the now fully-stone abdomen that had closed around the offending crystal. When she finally managed to reach it, she pulled the ravenous thing free. The strength to move quickly wicked away with her fingers still closed around the broken gem. 

	Demont got to his feet and stalked over to the paralyzed form. He pulled the gem from her grip and retreated quickly.

	"Destroy it!" he ordered the surrounding beasts.

	Instantly, the stone form was buried beneath a wave of creatures.

	"To the portal," he ordered Ivy.

	She turned, but lingered.

	"To the portal," he commanded, brandishing the gem.

	Something was wrong. He looked to the familiar crystal. It seemed less lustrous than it should be, less transparent. Before his eyes, it faded to a dull stone color. The same exact color and texture Ether's body had been. An instant later, it rushed into a gust of air, accompanied by an identical burst from beneath the mound of attacking beasts. The wind reformed into Ether, madness in her eyes and the true crystal in her hands. She hurled the offending gem with the force of a hurricane, sending the faintly gleaming fragment nearly to the southern horizon. 

	Demont's eyes jumped to Ivy. The creature was herself again, eyes locked on him and darkness sweeping in around her. Before he could manage a command, spoken or mental, the malthrope holstered one of her blades and wrapped her fingers around his throat, hosting him high.

	"Call off your beasts or I slash your throat now," Ivy hissed, the blackness of hate spreading over her, forging her still-brandished blade to a needle point.

	"If you don't kill me, the others will for betraying them by calling off the beasts," Demont croaked.

	Ivy pressed her blade to his throat, a trickle of black blood dripping down.

	"I promise you, it will be cruel. It will be torture, and it will still be better than you deserve," she growled.

	"They will be crueler," Demont gasped.

	"So be it," Ivy said, a hideous satisfaction in her voice.

	She drew the blade slowly, opening the slice ever so slightly. As she did, she saw herself in the reflection on her stained blade. She saw the darkness in her eyes. The madness. She withdrew her blade.

	"No . . . no. You aren't worth it. You aren't worthy of my hatred. I will not allow you to draw that out of me. I won't become what you wanted me to be," she proclaimed.

	She turned to the portal, just steps away, and threw him through its border. He struggled to his feet. Above his head was the black triangle, the gateway between the worlds.

	"Go! Return to your darkness. Before I change my mind," she warned.

	"Your world is lost. I am quite through with it. I was wrong about you, experiment. You are nothing but a failure," Demont replied.

	With that he seemed to vanish, his form replaced with a dense black smoke that coiled its way through the portal. 

	Ivy turned back to the fray. Just ahead of her was Ether. She was struggling to pull her windy form together into solidity. With a final burst of effort, she managed to assume human form. The beasts she'd thrown aside were quickly closing in around her, even without their master to command them. Ivy rushed to her side, madly swinging her blades until any too foolish to back away were in pieces on the ground.

	"You . . . you saved me, didn't you," Ivy said, almost in disbelief, while staring down a threatening monster.

	"I did . . . what was required of me . . . as a Chosen," Ether replied.

	"Uh-huh," Ivy said knowingly.

	The ring of beasts witnessing the clash between Lain and Bagu were wisely keeping their distance. To outside viewers, the pair was little more than a blur of motion and energy. One began to slow, crackling waves of energy rippling over him. Finally, Lain's energy was spent and he fell to one knee, pure agony twisting his features. His foe slowed and stood over the stricken hero.

	"This moment has been coming since the day you were born," Bagu taunted, the crackling energy intensifying with each word. "The prophecy spoke of a malthrope who would be Chosen. On that day, your kind were marked for death. I am glad I was able to finish the task personally. Ivy will suffer. I will see to it myself."

	Lain's sword fell from his fingers and clutched at his arm. Bagu raised his weapon. There was a blur of black. There was a flash of silver. The crackling slowly died away. Lain was on his feet again, the dagger in his fist hilt-deep in the general. The assassin heaved the stricken general to the ground and wrenched the black blade from his stunned grasp. 

	With a mighty thrust, he drove the weapon through Bagu's chest and into the frozen earth beneath him.

	"Fool! Weakling!" Bagu wheezed. "Have you learned nothing!?"

	Already the spell was falling back into place.

	"I cannot be defeated!" proclaimed Bagu, as he wrapped his fingers around the blade and heaved it from the earth and out of his chest.

	There was another flash of silver. The assassin knelt and clutched the general's head, dragging it up. The body remained where it was. Without a word, he hurled the head to the portal. There was a rush of blackness as a horrid black mist rushed from both body and head, each coiling up through the portal as Demont had. 

	Lain turned. There was more work to do. The massive white-furred creature, until now merely lumbering slowly southward, had turned and was now pounding toward Myranda. Myn rushed to her aid, scorching black lines across the beast, but it refused to turn from its task. Creatures continued to flow out of the portal, now marching in a continuous stampede over the hills to the south. Already, a black tide could be seen creeping up the slopes of the mountains in the distance. They were heading toward the capital . . . toward the rest of the world.

	The earth rumbled with the constant flow of abominations of all shapes and sizes, and thumped with the thundering blows of the white creature's single-minded attacks upon Myranda. The monolith-sized limbs drove themselves into the earth, spade-like teeth sinking in and tearing up vast stretches of earth. It crushed and trampled dozens of its fellow beasts with each attack. Myranda ran, lacking the mind to spare to offer up a spell. The quaking earth split before her and each crushing stomp threatened to hit its mark. Myn burned at its eyes, slashed at its skin, and tore at its fur, but nothing seemed to do enough damage to distract it, let alone defeat it. Finally the dragon swept down and plucked up her friend, wheeling high into the air.

	The young wizard fought to catch her breath. Below, the beast ceased its rampage, the few eyes that had remained unburned watching her intently. Myranda felt the telltale sensation of a spell slipping together around her and managed to dispel it. Surely no beast could have even begun to cast a spell. She turned her eyes to the long shadow cast by the beast as it thumped along to stay below her. It was even more hideous and twisted than the beast itself. 

	Epidime had taken its body as his own. Sensing that he had her attention, the possessed creature took a single, purposeful step toward the arching stone ring that had been their last battleground. With that single motion, even without words, Epidime had issued a threat Myranda could not ignore. The monster was heading for her father.

	"Stop him!" Myranda cried, guiding Myn into a dive.

	Her cry made its way to the ears of Ivy. The malthrope had been keeping a watchful eye on the still-recovering Ether, warding off any would be attackers, but with the disappearance of Demont, the beasts had steadily lost interest. Now they marched mindlessly south, dividing around the heroes as they might a tree or other meaningless obstacle. Myranda's voice drew her attention. She looked back and forth between Myranda and Ether, desperate indecision on her face.

	"Are you . . . going to be all right if I help Myranda? You still look weak," Ivy asked Ether.

	"Go; I don't need your help. I could never need your help," Ether replied, mustering up enough strength to show the proper degree of indignation.

	Everything beyond the word "go" went unheard, Ivy sprinting madly toward the rest of her friends. The flow of beasts was dense now, far too dense to try to slip between or hack through. With no other option, Ivy climbed atop it, leaping from shell to back to carapace as nimbly as one might across stepping stones in a pond. A final leap brought her into the wide clearing around the beast, a churned-up, craggy battleground littered with the broken remains of the demons that hadn't been wise enough or fast enough to escape. 

	Lain, still limping from Bagu's attacks, slashed his way into the clearing a moment later.

	"Ivy! In the ring of stone! Help my father!" Myranda cried, as Myn swept low and threw all of her momentum against the ponderous beast.

	The blow was enough to stagger the monster, tipping it up on a single limb. Ivy scrambled up the side of the tooth-like protrusions and tumbled inside. For a moment, she stared curiously at the statue she'd been sent to help. The ground shook as the monster came crashing down. Instantly, she crouched and hoisted the form to her shoulders, and eyed the wall of stone around her. This was strangely familiar. She lowered her shoulder, the heavy form heaving forward. Behind her, the massive beast smashed at the earth. 

	Ivy looked back to see one hideous leg flail up and strike the earth. The ground trembled from the force. The stone spires, already weakened from previous tremors, cracked and split. Ivy knew that she wouldn't have a better chance than now. With all of the strength she could muster, she charged at the point in the stone most riddled and worn.

	There was an explosion of dust and gravel as the spire gave way, and not a second too soon. The monster was on its feet. Ivy ran, smoldering fear and heartfelt duty forming a potent mix that urged her forward. She could hear the slash of a sword behind her and the thunder of the feet all around her. The fear that had festered in the back of her mind began to drift to the surface again. Until now, she'd been rushing past, over, or through the flood of beasts. Now they were beside her, in front of her, behind her. They were matching her speed, giving the frightened creature her first prolonged looks at the misshapen beasts. Something deep inside of her reminded her that the same mind that produced this horde had produced her as she was now. She shook the thoughts away.

	Lain slashed at the towering beast anywhere that his sword would meet flesh, but he could make no progress. It was immune to pain, and any wounds that posed the massive creature any threat at all were closed immediately by Epidime's magic. Worse, the creatures flowing from the portal were steadily larger than those that came before them. A second and third beast, identical to the one occupied by the dark general, had dropped out of it and now stood ominously ready to replace his current host. 

	Seeing no end in sight, Lain retreated, disappearing among the lumbering beasts.

	Myn circled over the valley, Myranda staring down from her back. The wizard watched helplessly as the monsters rushed like ants across the landscape, spreading until they were nothing more than a vague movement on the dimly lit landscape. Something had to be done. The portal had to be closed. With barely a word, Myn spotted Ether, and dropped quickly to the ground beside her. Lain emerged a moment later. All eyes were trained carefully on Epidime, the beast under his control wading through the rush of like-sized demons.

	"Fire, quickly," Ether demanded, sparking quickly and weakly to the suitable form.

	Myn complied, more out of the desire to roast the infuriating creature than to help her.

	"That is sufficient," the elemental instructed after a few moments of flame, though the dragon belched a few more blasts at her for good measure.

	"How do we close the gateway?" Lain asked.

	"I . . . I don't know. The D'karon . . . or whatever they are . . . their spells are all very similar. I wish Deacon was here. He knows them better than I," Myranda struggled to say, watching the massive beast draw nearer.

	"We don't have time for him. Every second releases more of those wretched things into this world. They do not belong here. Look at them. They don't care about us. Their task is to devour this world. To claim it for their masters," Ether hissed.

	"The . . . the spells. They don't have counterspells. They are cast to be permanent. The only way to stop them is to cut off their power," Myranda said distantly.

	She was distracted. Somewhere deep in her mind, she could hear a voice from her memories. His words were echoing through her thoughts, dredging up images she'd just seen and attaching to them. The meeting of the three shafts of light, the dark triangle that served as the doorway, they were cryptic warnings she had received, long ago. It was all falling into place, but what came next? Suddenly, she knew.

	"Get to the edge of the valley. Get far away. Find Ivy and stay with her. I have an idea, but I don't know what is going to happen. Let's go, Myn," Myranda barked with authority. Her tone was clear, confident, and decisive.

	The dragon leapt into the air, the other heroes launching themselves southward. Myn spiraled upward and out of reach of Epidime not a moment too soon, the massive beast finally reaching the Chosen as they parted. Myranda held tight, purpose in her eyes, and coaxed Myn high into the air. When at last they were higher even than the titanic obelisks, the pair headed toward them. The mystic, unnatural sound of the energy hissing through the air filled their ears. They drew nearer. 

	Now the energy itself was reaching them. It had a heat to it that went beyond fire. It was a heat that burned the body, mind, and soul all at once. Myranda urged the dragon forward. Below them was the white-hot, blindingly bright point where the three shafts of light met. Myranda leaned forward and placed a hand on Myn's neck.

	"I'm sorry," she whispered.

	She jumped.

	The wind whipped by her and mixed with the screech of the life force of the world being leeched away. The heat grew, consuming her entirely. Myn dove after her, but the rush of raw power that wrapped around Myranda pushed the dragon back. She fell further, tears streaming from her eyes and memories sizzling in her mind. At the southern edge of the valley, the eyes of the others watched the tiny form fall, almost invisible against the brilliance. The searing pain seized Myranda, then dropped away--and, for a brief instant, she had clarity. Her thoughts turned to her father, to Deacon, to all of the people she cared about, and who cared about her. Her body passed into the point of energy and, for her, the world vanished.

	Pain is a thing of the body. It could not be applied to the sensation that permeated Myranda now. The agony felt was greater than any single body or spirit could contain. What she felt stretched further than the boundaries of her body. She felt the torment of all beings at once. She felt the torture of the world itself. Her individuality wavered, the whole of her self was blending and mixing with existence itself. For a moment and an eternity she was not Myranda, she was all. The eye of creation looked upon her expectantly. The gods themselves watched her and waited. 

	There was more to be done.

	Her will fluttered and fought, clinging to the spark of divinity within her that was holding firm against the onslaught. Gradually, her mind and body drew back into being. The all-encompassing agony focused into a pinpoint of physicality once more. Her eyes drifted down. The portal remained beneath her. She had hoped that, just for an instant, she would have been able to choke off the flow of energy, but she simply could not contain that much power. All that she was could not interrupt the flow of power for even an instant. 

	Very well--if she could not contain it, she would use it. She gathered together the energy that filled her to bursting and, without the focus necessary to give it form, cast it out all at once. 

	From the edge of the valley, where Ivy had finally been joined by her friends, the rest of the Chosen watched a shining ring of brilliance erupt out from the meeting of the lights.

	The halo of light was filament-thin, but trailed light behind it as it spread. The sheer power of it threw its heat to the far ends of the mountainside. Where it met the obelisks, striking each at once, there was a flash that robbed all who watched of their vision. The segments of the ring that did not splash against the towers continued, passing through open air--then, unimpeded, through the mountains themselves. 

	With a sound like the end of the world, the band of light sliced a surgical line along the slopes, sweeping the peaks away like dust. It then continued off into the night sky, illuminating the landscape beneath it as it moved. The dust of the devastation rolled into the valley like a fog, briefly concealing the traveling horde of creatures. The dense cloud of debris settled quickly. When the air was clear, the mighty Ancients, the massive mountains that formed the rim of the valley, stood flat topped and equal. The towers still stood.

	Myranda's mind was boiling. In the crucible that surrounded her, memories surged to the surface and burned away again and again. She felt the sum total of her experience cycle through her mind over and over again, in ever-smaller circles. Not just her experiences, but others. Thoughts she'd never had rushed through her mind, feelings she never would have imagined flitted in and out of her soul. Every one of them dealt with the towers. 

	The power flowing through her, consuming her, carried something with it. It carried the residue of its purpose. The knowledge of how to produce the towers drilled itself into her mind. Alongside it came the firm, irrevocable realization that there had never been any intention to cast them away. All that could ever be done was to summon more.

	Her thoughts wrapped around this. That was the answer. Her eyes turned to the final mark on each tower. It was the activation rune Deacon had spoken of. Without it, there would be no spell. She drew together the power that was destroying her, forced it into the shape that resounded ever louder in her mind, and directed it at the runes, projecting it toward all three towers. The magic struck, weaving itself into a shape--then, suddenly, attaining substance. When the spell had run its course, the embossed form of the rune was filled, erased. The spell was incomplete.

	There was a flicker and a shudder. The streaming light pinched off and trailed away. Darkness replaced the pale blue glow that had lit the valley. Now the only light came from the edge of the black gateway and from a point of fading light that dropped toward it. 

	A pair of wings approached the dying light as Myn, no longer facing a torrent of energy to hold her back, darted toward the glowing form. Snatching it out of the air, she carried the blue ember of energy toward the others. When the noble beast reached them, it lowered the form reverently to the ground before them. It was Myranda.

	There was an intense aura about her that grew weaker with each moment. She was not moving. She was not breathing. Her eyes were unblinking, featureless pools of light. In her hand was the weapon crafted by Desmeres. Each of the three D'karon crystals along its length had shattered and her fingers had sunk deep into its surface, as though the staff had been soft as clay for a time. 

	Her body was whole, but broken. Bones were fractured. Blood trickled from her mouth. The Chosen looked upon her solemnly. Lain crouched beside her, putting his ear to her chest. He felt her head, her abdomen. His eyes conveyed a grim message. Every part of her was in ruins. For a moment, no hero spoke, their heads hung low. When the distant crackle of the portal and the thinning rumble of the flow of monsters was joined by a voice, it was Ivy.

	"No," she stated. "No . . . they . . . they can't do this . . . They can't kill her . . ."

	"I knew it would be one of us . . . I never thought it would be her. Fate made--" Ether began, for the first time a gentleness to her tone.

	"Shut up!" Ivy hissed, a flare of red accompanying the cry. "If they are going to kill Myranda . . . then . . . there is only one thing to do, isn't there? If death is all that they understand then death is what they shall get!"

	Each word surged the red aura brighter. Anger was succeeding where hate and fear had fallen short. The gems set in each blade adopted her hue of fury, thin red lines tracing their way along the wide blades in crooked, cruel patterns.

	"Ivy, this can do no good. We have no way to heal her. Whatever can be done has been done," Lain said.

	"No! You are wrong!" she said with a smile of madness. The blades split into three jagged blades. "I can make sure they never do anything like this again. I can make sure that NO ONE SURVIVES!"

	With her final words, the anger finally took hold. The blaze of red consumed her and she charged into the black mass. Beasts large and small were reduced to ribbons by the vicious, serrated shape her blades had taken. As the rampaging form carved a path through the thinning herd, Lain stood and placed a hand on Myn's neck. The beast lowered her head, tears rolling from its great eyes as the still form of Myranda cooled.

	 


Chapter 29

	In the darkness, someplace between this world and the next, the defeated wizard's vision fell upon a new view. They were familiar, almost comforting surroundings for Myranda. Shifting, distorted shapes replaced land and sky. Bright, pure lights marked the souls of the living. The astral plane faded weakly in and out around her as the last lingering grip on her shattered body gradually slipped away. 

	She watched with relief as the portal, in this place a colossal, churning mass of pure energy and light, began to slowly draw together and close. The power that had surged through her was wicking away. Oblivion awaited her--and, though she was sorry to leave the others behind, she was ready for it. The ordeal had left her ruined. Spent. She was tired, and a final sleep lay invitingly ahead of her. 

	As she waited for whatever was to come next, she became aware of a presence. It was a blackness, without features, but in a shape the stung her mind. A shape she'd seen twist the shadows of far too many.

	"Epidime," she said.

	"You do fine work. Your world is now the fourth to close the door, and the first to do it so quickly. It is truly a shame to lose your world," he said, borrowing her own voice, as he had in his earliest torments.

	"You had no claim on this world. It was ours and it will remain ours," Myranda replied.

	"Yes . . . for the next few minutes, at least," Epidime remarked.

	"What do you mean?" Myranda asked, concern in her voice.

	"I realize that memories of life tend to slip quickly from your kind, but surely you recall all of the other portals, and what happened when they were closed," Epidime scolded.

	Myranda searched her thoughts. She didn't have to search for long. The images of walls of raw energy flashed forth in her mind.

	"No . . ." she said in horror.

	"Yes. I had mentioned that the worlds that closed their portals no longer existed. Obviously, I've never seen it, but the shock wave from a portal this size must be a true thing of wonder," the black form mocked.

	With that, Epidime vanished. The tattered remnants of Myranda pulled themselves together. Death could wait. Slowly, she clawed her way back to her body. Myranda's physical form began to struggle. 

	Myn's head shot up. The human made horrid, strangled sounds as she tried to draw breath into lungs that could no longer hold it. The broken gems of her staff took on a glow as her shattered mind gathered into a shaky focus. In fits and starts, the spells of healing began to flow, breaking through the agony and feeding on the residue of power that lingered from the onslaught. When air finally made its way into her half-restored lungs, she cried out, the words coming straight from her memory.

	"Victory is a prelude . . . the . . . white wall . . ." she wheezed.

	"I may have underestimated the human form," Ether marveled.

	Myranda struggled unsteadily to continue as her wounds faded away. "The shock wave! The burst of energy that comes when the portals are closed!"

	Ether's eyes turned to the portal. The creatures had entirely stopped pouring out of it, and the still raging form of Ivy had nearly cleared the valley, leaving behind little more than twisted remains. The shapeshifter's eyes looked past what physical eyes could see. Her mystically attuned mind judged the power of the failing portal, and sifted through what she'd seen of the other portals. With an intuitive knowledge of magic that Deacon could only dream of, she worked out in moments the potential threat. The result was immediate, and unprecedented. A look of total horror came to her face.

	"We have to leave this place. Quickly. QUICKLY!" Ether cried. There was fear in her voice. A creature who had shown nothing short of cold, steady, unshakable confidence now was trembling.

	"There has to be a way to stop it. It . . ." Myranda said, leaning on Myn's head to get to her feet as her recovery began to slow.

	"No! You don't understand! We can't stop it! Nothing can! It will be the end of us, all of us! The end of everything!" Ether cried. "Power like this . . . It will sweep the world clean. So much raw, unshaped magic. What it leaves behind . . ." she cried. "There is no telling . . . just a terrible randomness. Chaos incarnate!"

	From within the valley there was a choked-off cry of fury, as Ivy's strength finally failed her. Half dead creatures that had been lucky enough to escape the bite of her blades were slowly hobbling toward her motionless form. Without a word Myranda climbed atop Myn and wiped away her wounds with more of her borrowed energy. With that, Myn took eagerly to the sky once more. As they turned to the task of rescuing their friend, Ether turned her attentions to Lain.

	"Lain, we must go. We MUST!" Ether repeated.

	Lain's voice was steady. "We will face it, and if it can be stopped, it will be stopped."

	"How can you say that? I . . . I know you see yourself as a mortal, and for mortals death is a certainty. When a human dies it only loses a few years. You and I, we are losing eternity. You've got to come with me! The blast will weaken with distance. If we can get far enough away . . . I . . . I might be able to protect us," Ether pleaded.

	In the distance, Myn swept down to the prone form of Ivy, plucking her up. Myranda managed to pull the unconscious creature to the dragon's back. Desmeres’s weapons chose that moment to jolt her to wakefulness. Ivy roused from sleep with a cry of pain. As her eyes focused on the rushing darkness below her, it was followed by a scream of fear.

	"Easy Ivy, it is all right. How did you wake so . . ." Myranda asked, she was interrupted by a squeal of confusion.

	"But you! You! YOU did it AGAIN! I thought you were dead!" Ivy yelled, shoving Myranda in mock anger. "Stop doing that!"

	With that, the freshly awakened creature threw her arms around Myranda. For a moment Myranda marveled and admired Ivy's ability to so quickly accept the impossible events that seemed to occur so frequently in her life.

	"Ivy, something very dangerous is about to happen, I am not sure . . ." Myranda began again, only to again be interrupted.

	"Where is she going?" Ivy asked.

	Ether had taken on her windy form and was making her way south with a speed only fear could bring.

	"Myn, get Lain and my father and follow her!" Myranda cried.

	The dragon dove, snatching up the stone form as Lain leapt to a place on her back. The load was great, and Ether was well ahead, but Myn didn't care. The blasted thing had been a thorn in her side since they'd met. Ether never ceased to look down on the others, to behave as though she were better than them all. For Myranda's sake, the dragon had let it pass, but now it was different. Now was her chance to prove something to the shapeshifter. She wouldn't get away.

	Myn flew like never before, the icy breeze rushing over the heroes with gale force. Her mighty wings sliced through the air faster and faster, then cut back and let the wind rush over them. She skimmed in the mountain currents of air, taking every ounce of speed from them that she could. Slowly, steadily, the indistinct swirl of wind ahead drew closer. Below, the army of otherworldly creatures, beasts that had made it clear of the valley before Ivy's rampage, was marching. Before long, even the leading edge of the mob of demons was behind them, and Ether just ahead. Myranda called out to her.

	"Ether! What are you doing!?" Myranda cried.

	"I must not be destroyed, Myranda. I will not be destroyed!" Ether cried.

	"You just have to face this danger. We have to face it together!" Myranda urged, Myn managing to bring the two heroes side by side finally.

	"It is easy for you, human. Anything can take your life. You face death every moment of every day! For me, death was an impossibility until now! I had no use for courage because there was nothing for me to fear! How can I face this now!?" came Ether's reply.

	"You can face it because you must! You can face it because this is your moment. The moment you were created for! Every second for you, since the dawn of time, has been counting down to this day! You can either rise to the occasion, damn the consequences, and do what you were meant to do, or you can run away and at best survive to live in an empty, ruined world for an eternity that can never redeem you!" Myranda said.

	Ether was silent, slowing her flight. She considered the words. Deep inside of her, she felt something she'd always believed had driven her, but until now she'd never truly known. Duty. She looked upon the land with new eyes. When she spoke, the fear was gone, but the tone that replaced it was not the superior preen of old. It resonated with--for the first time--sincerity and respect.

	"Very well, human. Lead the way. I am not certain we have a chance, but if I must die, let me die by my brethren. Let me die doing what is right," she said.

	The Chosen backtracked to the level top of a low mountain to make their stand, a wide expanse only a few mountains removed from the valley. Ivy slipped from Myn's back and wavered slightly. The repeated outbursts without real rest between had wrung her spirit dry. She had the strength of body to stand, but barely the strength of will. Lain was weary, but no ounce of it showed on his face. Myranda, now devoid of the surge of power that had briefly used her as a conduit, was fighting to undo the ravaging effect it had had on her mind. Myn was breathing great, heaving breaths of the stingingly cold air, taxed to the limit by the chase. Ether merely stood, human once more, her eyes looking expectantly to the north. Had it not been so far and so dark, she might have seen one last form drop from the nearly closed portal.

	"What can we expect?" Myranda asked.

	"Chaos. Madness. Hundreds of years of energy released at once without will or form. Raw, untamed mystic carnage," Ether replied.

	"How do we stop it?" Myranda pressed further.

	"It cannot be stopped. It will continue until its reserves run dry," came the answer, Ether's voice a resigned, steady tone.

	"If it is pure mystic energy, can we harness it?" the wizard suggested.

	"I would imagine so. Insomuch as you can drink the ocean," she answered.

	Myranda put her staff to the ground and traced out a large circle. Within it, she inscribed a triangle. Finally, she stood her staff in its center. It was a practice described in careful detail by Deacon as one that aided a link between wizards when they were to work as one. Ideally, she would have traced out a five-pointed figure, but Myranda's recent experience with the vast expenditure of borrowed power made it clear to her that it was an undertaking unsuitable for the untrained mind. Were Myn or Lain to be included, they might well be able to draw in the power, but there was no way that they would be able to release it again. 

	No, this was a task for herself, the shapeshifter, and . . . 

	"That last spot isn't for me, is it?" Ivy asked nervously as her friends took up positions at the other points.

	"We need you," Myranda said.

	"But I don't know magic," Ivy offered meekly.

	"All you need to do is waste it. You are uniquely suited to that," Ether said, a hint of her old self in her tone.

	Reluctantly, she took up her position at the corner of the triangle pointing toward the portal. The three joined hands and waited. They did not have to wait long. The tiny, faint fleck of blue light that was the portal winked out in the distance. It was silently replaced by a blindingly white filament of light that began at the ground and continued into the sky, piercing the clouds and showing through them. The line spread slowly, as though reality itself was being spread aside like a curtain to reveal the plane beyond. The sound came next. It was a tone at the edge of hearing, high-pitched and haunting, like a distant choir echoing through the dimensions.

	The shaft of light bathed the whole of the mountain range in its unearthly glow. It painted the clouds chalk-white and brighter than day. In Northern Capital, all eyes turned to it. Residents stopped their rejoicing and rebuilding. In a dozen forests across the north, woodland creatures stood frozen in terror of the sight. At the battlefront, soldiers standing at uneasy attention, awaiting long overdue orders and longer overdue reinforcements turned their backs to their counterparts across the border and watched as the hair-thin line of light pushed back the clouds. 

	In Entwell Num Garastra, wizards and warriors watched the light over the edge of the mountain and waited. They alone knew what it was. It was the last of Hollow's prophesies.

	"What is that? What is behind me?" Ivy asked nervously, turning to look over her shoulder.

	"No, Ivy. Not yet," Myranda instructed. "Just close your eyes and open your mind. Ether and I will do the work for now."

	The shapeshifter and the wizard began to sink deeply into focus. What little energy was left inside of them began to spread and flow between them. Slowly, the line between their minds began to blur. The thoughts, feelings, and strengths of each hero joined with those of the others. The timid mind of Ivy rose beside the complex thoughts of Ether and the dutiful focus of Myranda. Like a boat caught in a current, without truly understanding how, Ivy felt herself aiding in the construction of a spell.

	Outside of the ring, the drawn circle and triangle now beginning to glow, Myn and Lain became aware of something else. In the light cast by the beam, the mountainside spreading below them seemed to be alive. A low rumble was growing steadily louder. The twisted forms of the army of demons that had flooded from the portal had reached them. Myn looked upon the horde almost with relief. Now, at least, her role was clear. She stalked a few long paces down the slight slope of the mountain, dug her claws into the rocky soil, unfurled her wings, and waited. Lain drew his sword and followed suit.

	By the time the first of the dark creatures clashed with the warriors, the shaft of light had grown into a wall. The surface, from a distance featureless, now seemed to ripple with prominences and tendrils. It slid in eerie near-silence, only the distant wail accompanying the smooth, undaunted motion of the cataclysm. It devoured whole mountainsides, the occasional filament of light twisting out and tracing a random line along the ground, offering a terrible insight into what the wall was leaving behind it. 

	Earth and stone shone brilliantly and then . . . changed. Much of it vanished. More troubling were the other effects. Here, a cluster of stones shifted to a flock of winged creatures that scattered. There, a patch of field miraculously sprouted a lush garden of magnificent flowers and trees. Monolithic stones rolled to the ground as liquid. All manner of random, inconceivable effects flashed into being at the touch of a tendril from the wall, only to be swallowed as the band of light pressed forward.

	One by one, thin threads of light drew away from the surface of the wall, twisting and winding through the air and finally coiling about Myranda's staff. The power began to build and pool within the three focused minds. It came slowly at first, but as the wall drew nearer, threads of energy became thicker and more numerous. 

	Myranda's mind pulled and twisted at a spell she'd used a dozen times before, a shield against magic. It had served its purpose in the past, but now it was not enough. It was possible nothing would be enough, but she could not afford to think that now. She modified it, catering it to precisely the sort of energy that made up the wall, and cast it forward. The surface of the wall rippled slightly and bowed inward. It slowed, but did not stop. As Myranda gave form to a tiny fragment of the well of stolen power, Ivy and Ether fought to contain and spill off the rest.

	The energy poured in as a torrent, then as a flood. It was wicking away from the wall, now only a mountain away, in a tendril of energy, nearly filling the mystic circle. Myranda's efforts were as great as any spell she'd cast before this battle had begun, and even so she was making a barely noticeable draw on the ocean of energy that was every moment threatening to drown them. 

	Ether gathered up her share of the surplus power and hurled it skyward. She was a being composed of magic, and had been host to energies that could have reduced a city to rubble, but even she could not release the power quickly enough. A shaft of energy surrounded her and stretched high into the sky, twisting and curling into complex shapes. Her flesh and bone body began to hiss and sizzle. It was clear she needed a new form, but none that she'd taken before would do. Even her flame form was too efficient; it could not waste the power that needed disposal, nor could it serve as a suitable conduit. There was, however one that just might. A form she never would have dared assume otherwise. Mystic strength leaked from it like water from a sieve. Taking the form would tax her to her limit while achieving nothing. In the circumstances, it was perfect.

	To the others the change came merely as a distant sensation of a warm, soft hand shifting to a cold, hard one in their grips, but that was far, far away, in the physical world. The far more important and far more impressive change came in the world within their minds. It was as though floodgates had been thrown aside and the sea of energy had an escape. The pressure scorching their minds and roasting their souls lessened, and the remaining energy sloshed and shifted, distributing itself among the others a slice more thinly.

	Outside of the mystic circle, madness reigned. Myn was grappling with beasts as large as she, tearing and incinerating them, while lashing her tail against hordes of smaller creatures. Lain's sword slashed and severed beasts several at a time. The crooked tunnel of energy coiling toward the others was a constant threat, sweeping and twisting across the mountaintop like a snake. Swift kicks and well-placed throws sent unlucky creatures into the writhing form, their swift, spectacular ends making it terrifyingly clear what would happen should Lain or Myn be too slow to avoid it. Then there was the wall.

	It was at the base of the mountain now, and moving steadily up, as though the end of the universe was creeping toward them. It was bulging outward, to either side of the battleground, as portions unhindered by Myranda's ambitious spell began to pull ahead. It cast a glow brighter than day. There were no shadows, as though the abundance of light rushed in to fill any crevice, or perhaps passed through solid forms uninhibited. Despite how near it was, the distant wail remained distant, as though it was not made by the wall, but by some far-off creature, fearing what the wall might bring. The thunder of hooves, claws, and tentacles should have drowned it out, but the haunting sound cut through the tumult easily, ringing at once clear and indistinct in their minds.

	As Lain hurled a hawk-like creature into the beam that erupted from where Ether had once stood, his eyes caught something a few hundred paces down the mountain. It was not one of the creatures. It was something worse, something that could not have been more out of place in the valley. It was a patch of darkness. Even the inky menagerie they fought was painted by the white light to appear gray at best. Below was a shape that managed to resist the light. 

	An instinct deep in Lain's mind told him that this thing, whatever it was, was the real threat. The rush of creatures, even the wall of energy, were meaningless. Carving himself an opening, Lain launched himself toward it.

	I can't stand it. It is agony! What do I do! The energy! Ivy screamed in her mind as she struggled.

	The flow of stolen energy had been growing exponentially, and Ivy was approaching her limit. Until now, she'd done her part, passively letting the energy that the others could not handle seep into her soul, but now she was full to bursting. She'd learned nothing of focus, nothing of discipline, nothing of cordoning off energy within her soul and reserving a piece of her mind for thinking. The energy permeated her. Every cell of her body and every nuance of her soul dripped with it. The others had been watching within their linked minds, concern building but tasks of their own to see to. 

	A solution had been prepared from the beginning, held back until now due to the very real threat that it might cause--but the time had come.

	"Ivy," said Myranda and Ether at once, each bracing herself. "Open your eyes."

	The malthrope did so. A single image entered her mind. Ether was a barely visible, perfectly transparent crystalline form within a shaft of light. Myranda was almost hidden behind strips and strands of mystic energy that orbited her as she formed her spells. Directly in front of her was an undulating, untamed tower of twisting energy. Shapes never meant to be seen whorled across the surface. The corners of her eyes contributed half seen struggles between Myn and more of the very beasts she'd fought in the valley. At the very limits of her vision, there was nothing at all . . . only a complete, unbroken wall of white. She turned her head, taking in the wonder and horror of the wall. 

	The poor creature's mind never had a chance.

	When the fear took control of her, the others had to direct a part of their minds toward a spell to augment their strength enough to keep the struggling creature from slipping from their grasp. The brilliant blue aura around her rivaled the wall for brightness. The mystic load tipped in her direction as her soul dumped its reserves and feasted on theirs in an all-consuming attempt to escape the chaos by any means necessary. Her voice rose into a scream of terror that rang loud and clear even in the distant capital. 

	#

	Thousands of residents in the Northern Capital shuddered at the sound of the sudden shriek as they stared in silent terror at the wall approaching. Deacon's face alone wore an expression besides that of abject horror. It was plastered with a look of wonder and fascination.

	"What is it?" Caya managed when she found her voice.

	"It is . . . the end," Deacon replied. 

	#

	Lain charged toward the wall. The air around him tugged and pulled. It was alive, almost with a mind. It was something a wizard was trained to feel, but one needed no training now. The distortions were real. Reality was turning and stretching, warping in the mystic heat of the furnace of energy a stone's throw away. He ignored it, along with every instinct in his mind--save one. His eyes were in agony as they locked on the black form against the whiteness of the wall. It was moving swiftly, just ahead of the rippling chaos. Whatever it was, it had no details, like a vaguely human void cut out of the universe. It was unrecognizable, yet it was unmistakable. 

	It was Bagu.

	Gone was whatever human form he'd had constructed when he first came to this world. What was left was the black-as-midnight essence that had festered within it; his true form. What might have been arms extended forward, twisting what might have been fingers into arcane positions. A voice that came from nowhere was uttering syllables no mouth could form. If the blight on the landscape had eyes, they were focused intently on the circle of heroes just barely visible as a nexus of energy passed the next rise. He was on the cusp of completing a spell that would shatter the circle--and the Chosen within it.

	A blade swept through his immaterial form, the carefully selected and etched runes of its surface reacting with the unnatural energies. There was nothing to cut, yet the sword made its mark. Bagu cried out and collapsed to the ground. Lain stood over him, placing the tip of his sword in the center of what should have been the demon's back. The air around him swirled and churned. Around the pair, a glimmering shield rose up just in time to absorb a bolt of energy bursting from the wall just steps away.

	"Stop!" pleaded a voice that mixed with Bagu's own tones with a fractured, echoing chorus of others. "If you destroy me, you destroy yourself!"

	The wall reached the dome of magic and flowed over it like the ocean flowing over a pebble. The energy of the shield buckled but held, albeit tenuously.

	"You would destroy my world," Lain replied.

	"Wait! Your world is lost already! The wall cannot be stopped," the form struggled to say as the protective shield pressed closer. "Join me! I can take you to one of our worlds. You could rule a kingdom. A whole plane of existence! I can give you anything you desire! Death is nothing for us! I can restore your race!"

	Lain hesitated. Among the still-echoing voices, some turned again to the eldritch words of the spell he'd interrupted. Lain drove his weapon home. At once, all of the voices united in a single cry of pain. The shield vanished. The wall swept in.

	Myranda, Ivy, and Ether suddenly felt the wave of energy crest, as though a vast portion of it had been sloughed away. A final mad surge of power seemed to roll over itself, the wall nearly spent. They redoubled their efforts. Ivy's fear raged. Ether drew in and poured out untold amounts of mana. Myranda's mind was focused entirely on the spell pressing against the wall. The thunder of beasts trying to escape the approaching cataclysm rose to a roar. Myn forced them back until the area between the heroes and the wall was completely covered with them.

	The bulging edges of the wall threatened to surround them. The light was fading, the fringes of the wall dropping like a curtain. There was the wail of wind rushing to replace where the energy had been. The three fought to hold their focus. Each was ready to break, but still they held. Just a few moments more. The last of the wall slipped forward, a whisper away from Myn. Just a heartbeat more . . . 

	Darkness.

	An eternity might have passed in that darkness. The three linked minds were snuffed out like candles when the energy gave out. The rumble and wail was replaced by a deafening silence. The blinding light was replaced by a dense blackness. One chaotic extreme had shifted instantly to another. The tightly coiled souls relaxed. The horribly taxed bodies collapsed. The only sound was a long, heart-wrenching wail of sorrow that could only have been Myn. It was a mournful sound of pure sadness, but it only just reached their minds. They hadn't the strength or will to care. They had nothing. If this was death, it came as a friend.

	Myn took to the air. In a frenzied burst of anger, the dragon utterly destroyed every beast that might even venture close to her friends. Now her eyes were fixed on the weak glow of street lanterns in Northern Capital. She flew with a heavy heart and a set mind. There was only one creature in the world left who she trusted. He could do many things she didn't understand. Like Myranda, he knew magic. Like herself, he cared about Myranda. If anyone could do something, it was he. And he would do it. 

	The fact that Deacon was standing in front of a large group of people, helping Caya to calm them and assure them that the worst was over made little difference to the dragon when she arrived at the capital. She darted out of the air, snatched him up, and headed back to the battleground.

	"Myn! It is wonderful to see you! I am so glad you've survived . . . though you may have hurt my credibility with the townspeople," he said.

	He struggled for a moment to try to get to the dragon's back, but it quickly became clear that she had no intentions of carrying him anywhere but clutched tightly in her claws. 

	#

	The faint glow of dawn colored the eastern edge of the sky by the time Myn reached the battleground. Deacon's eyes widened at the sight. There was a vast, roughly heart-shaped chasm. No bottom was visible, just an infinite well of blackness. Its edges were straight, as though they had been carved with great care--and yet this failed to be the most astonishing sight. That honor was bestowed to what waited within the chasm. It was a galaxy of small islands. Some stood rigid and still. Others drifted like icebergs in the sea. They ranged from barely the size of a carriage to hundreds of paces across. Nothing held them aloft. Even more bizarre was their variety.

	Many were simply the same icy gray rock that made up the landscape, cleaved free and floating of its own accord. The rest represented a spectrum of impossibility. There were magnificent forests populated with trees that should not have had a chance to grow in such icy weather. There were clumps of earth that looked to have been shifted entirely to silver and gold. One island spouted a river with no possible source, dumping it as a long waterfall into a large lake that rippled blissfully, unaware that it had no banks. On some of the larger islands, dense thickets of foliage rustled with the motions of animals that no world had ever seen before.

	Jutting out toward the center of the sea of impossibility was a narrow, tapering crop of untouched land. At its very end, motionless about a mystic circle, were three of the other Chosen. 

	Myn landed and dropped Deacon. The wizard got to his feet, still dizzy, and approached them. Myranda, Ivy, and Ether were motionless, but weakly alive. Standing in the center of the circle was the staff Desmeres had crafted. Where once it had been immaculate, straight, and true, it was now gnarled and blistered like an ancient tree root. His own crystal and the one that Desmeres had provided, remarkably, seemed to have survived whatever gauntlet the tool had been put through. Plucking it from the earth proved difficult, as its tip seemed to have been fused into the center of the circle, which had a vaguely glassy look to it now. Finally, he pulled it free and breathed a sigh of relief as clarity and focus worked their way back into his mind. 

	A few words and a few thoughts brought Myranda to consciousness again.

	Her eyes fought to focus, finally coming to rest on Deacon. A moment later, Myn pushed him aside and stared into Myranda's eyes. Before the girl could speak, a tongue like a rasp dragged across her face. Myn then placed her head gently on Myranda's chest. The freshly awakened wizard scratched at her dragon.

	"Are you--" Deacon began.

	"See to the others," Myranda interrupted.

	Deacon nodded and turned to Ivy. A similar application of magic brought her around as well. She managed to sit up, looked around, and then looked to Deacon.

	"Did we do it?" Ivy asked blearily.

	"Of course," Deacon answered.

	"Oh, good . . . I'm going back to sleep," she mumbled, leaning back to the ground.

	"You've certainly earned it," Deacon admitted.

	Finally, he turned to Ether. This might be a challenge. The shapeshifter was completely rigid, her expertly crafted beauty now locked in a form composed entirely of the very same type of crystal affixed to the end of the staff. He pondered how best to undo such a change. He knew any number of spells designed to restore the proper form of a being, but for a creature such as Ether, every form was equally proper. He ruminated on the possibilities. Finally, he reached down, touched her on the shoulder, and passed a bit of his own strength to her. The form stirred and slowly began to shift to flesh again. Deacon smiled proudly.

	"Where is Lain?" Myranda asked, Myn helping her to her feet.

	The answer came as a mournful gaze. Myn padded to the edge of the outcrop and stared down what had once been the mountainside. A short distance away, floating above the yawning chasm, was a patch of rock. Driven into the stone was a sword, Lain's sword. Beside it, scored into the stone, was a pair of footprints. A blackened shadow stained a silhouette around the sword's base. Aside from a few shreds of cloth and a few drops of blood, it was all that remained of the assassin and his final target.

	"It can't be . . ." Ether whispered.

	"It isn't, right?" Ivy said, rubbing the sleep from her eyes and staring at the evidence incredulously. "This is . . . this is like the other times. When Myranda died . . . right? He's . . . he's coming back, right!?"

	"No . . . no, he . . ." Ether stuttered, another new emotion spilling over her. Sorrow.

	"Fate has made its choice. Lain's life for our world," Myranda said sadly, consoling Myn with a hand on the neck. "He began his life hated. In life, he came to earn the hate, becoming what the world believed him to be. In death, he's earned redemption. In death, he is truly a hero."

	The remaining Chosen took their place atop Myn and the dragon slowly plodded along, picking up the stone form of Myranda's father from its place behind the mystic circle before taking to the air. 

	Ether remained for a time, eyes resting painfully on the sword. She stood perfectly still. In all of her existence, she had always had complete control over her form, body and soul. So long as she had the strength, if she wanted to do something, she would do it. If she did not, she simply didn't. A pain deeper than any she had felt before sliced through her, and she could not put it aside. Thoughts of the things said and unsaid seized her mind. Unwanted and yet at the same time cherished memories asserted themselves. When she was finally able to pull her eyes from the scene, a tear trickled down her cheek. She did not wipe it away. 

	 


Epilogue

	The days that followed were tense. A generations-old war is not ended in a single stroke. Even before the orders reached the front, though, combat had reached a temporary halt. Without the will of their masters to drive them, the nearmen would no longer fight. The weakest of them collapsed with a flash of light and a puff of dust. Others crumbled limply to the ground. Those blessed with some semblance of a will of their own dropped their weapons and fled. By rights, the Tresson force should have swept over the broken remains of the Alliance Army, now composed of what few human soldiers remained at the front. Ironically, the very thing that had threatened to destroy the Alliance--and, indeed, all of the world, is what held the Tressons at bay for a time.

	The southern force was not without its wizards. They were a small, but well-trained--and, above all, wise--part of the military. The sheer intensity of the unexplained power that had erupted from somewhere deep within the heart of their enemy's land had convinced them that, for now, perhaps caution was in order. Clearly they were in possession of a vast power, one that should be carefully assessed before they continued hostilities. By the time the first troops were readying themselves to take advantage of the virtually unprotected battlefront, flags were being raised requesting parley.

	For the first time since the very earliest days of the war, diplomats met. Discussions began, but progress was slow. The truth of the five generals and their treachery was slow to spread, and even slower to be accepted. Much of the blame for the continued hostilities and lack of negotiation fell on the shoulders of the northern king. 

	In time, concessions from each side were made. The first was that King Erdrick III be removed from the throne. It was a fate he stoically accepted. Leaders of Tressor were adamant that his line never again be allowed to rule, and that his successor not be chosen from the military. For those who witnessed firsthand the liberation of Northern Capital, an event that would be known for generations as the Battle of Verril, the list of suitable replacements was a short one. The crown was offered to two individuals. One of them accepted. 

	#

	It was the day of the coronation. The actual crowning had been a small, solemn ceremony, witnessed by a small group of royal officials and clergy members. Now was the grand banquet, the celebration of the crowning and the traditional introduction of the ruler to the public. Assembled in the still-scarred Northern Capital were representatives of the oldest and wealthiest families of the Alliance and, for the first time in over a century, a small delegation from the Kingdom of Tressor. They found themselves carefully sorted among the tables of the Castle Verril's enormous banquet hall. The elite of the kingdom sat nearest to a broad dais at the head of the hall. The chief among them occupied a coveted seat at the table itself. Each had been carefully introduced, and now all eagerly anticipated the arrival of the guests of honor.

	For the honor of doing the introductions, the highest ranking officer of the military had been sought out. So much of the power of the Alliance Army had been held directly by the generals, their defeat had left the chain of command in shambles. Only a handful of individuals had been given any positions of power, and most had either been nearmen, or had abandoned their position for fear of sharing the blame that had been heaped upon the generals. Finally, a young elf by the name of Croyden Lumineblade had come forward. He had been a minor field commander, but had steadily ascended the ranks, and was currently the only remaining member of the Alliance Army willing to admit to a rank higher than lieutenant. There were rumors that his estranged mother had, in fact, been one of the five generals, but the lack of detailed military files and his own silence on the issue left it unproven. 

	He now stood before the dais, parchment in hand. On it was a very precisely written list of titles and instructions.

	"Silence, please," he requested. "as I announce this evening's guests of honor."

	Conversations hushed to an excited whisper.

	"Announcing Heroine of the Battle of Verril, Guardian of the Realm--the great elemental, Ether," he spoke.

	There was a smattering of polite applause. Ether was known, by name alone, to be one of the others involved in the battle, but she'd not been seen since. Indeed, if not for the application of the title of Guardian of the Realm, an honor greater than knighthood and just beneath royalty, Ether might have received no reaction from the crowd at all. The shapeshifter walked toward the dais and coolly surveyed those in attendance. After judging them, she altered her gown, transforming it into a masterpiece carefully envisioned to outshine the best the nobles and aristocrats had to offer. This sent a wave of impressed whispers and a second round of more genuine applause through the crowd. She took a seat near the end of the dais.

	"Announcing Heroine of the Battle of Verril, Guardian of the Realm, Royal Poet, Composer, and Painter--Ivy," Croyden announced.

	The crowd hushed to near silence as Ivy appeared, interrupted by the occasional nervous clap. Every attempt had been made to allow her to fit in. Her gown was made especially for her, and was every bit the match for any in the room, save Ether's. She walked with grace and regal bearing. Nonetheless, the distrust of her kind was a deeply rooted one. At best, her heroics were seen as a testament to the others for having coaxed such greatness from her. Despite this, Ivy walked to the dais with a wide smile on her face. If there was one thing she had learned in the months gone by, it was that society might still hate her, but individuals were easy to win over. As far as she was concerned, it was only a matter of time and patience before she was as well-liked as any other. She needed only to make the effort. There was a dash of mischief to her grin though, as she took a seat.

	"I cannot help but notice that your title is longer than mine," Ether said as Ivy sat beside her.

	"That's because I'm more talented than you," Ivy said.

	"You most certainly are n--" Ether began.

	"Shh. This is going to be good," she said, her grin widening as she watched Croyden swallow hard.

	The herald read over the next line again, and eyed the doors at the end of the main hall.

	"Announcing," he said, "Heroine of the Battle of Verril, Guardian of the Realm--Myn."

	A gasp arose first from those people who recognized the name. A moment later, a few stifled screams rose from those who didn't. 

	Myn stepped lightly along the floor of the banquet hall, attempting to keep a watchful eye on all around her at once. Those nearest to the walkway shuffled and skidded their chairs in attempts to put some distance between themselves and the massive beast. Baubles of gold adorned Myn's head and neck, in much the way a woman might wear earrings and necklaces, and her scales had been polished to a high gloss. She looked resplendent. 

	Ivy applauded enthusiastically and raised her voice in encouragement. A smattering of the crowd weakly followed suit. Myn took her place at the end of the dais and sat on her haunches. Ivy threw her arms around the dragon's neck and gave her a kiss on the cheek. The audience turned first to the four remaining seats, then expectantly to the door.

	"Announcing Hero and Heroine of the battle of Verril," Croyden said, raising his voice as a standing ovation began. "Full Master and Full Mistress of the Mystic Arts--Deacon, Duke of Kenvard, and Myranda Celeste, Duchess of Kenvard."

	The pair appeared and made their way down the walkway hand in hand. The roar was deafening. Deacon was the other great hero of the day in the eyes of the people of the capital, and the long disused title of Duke had been bestowed as recognition. In the months since, he and Myranda had been a part of the peace talks, and helped to wipe away as much of the remaining scourge of the D'karon as they could. They were now equally beloved as warriors, healers, and diplomats. They took their place among the others.

	The doors opened once more, and an honor guard of soldiers arranged themselves on either side of the walkway. Myranda recognized most of them. Chief among them was Tus, dressed in the unmistakable uniform of the Commander of the Royal Guard. The rest of the guard was made up of fellow members of the Undermine.

	"Announcing Her Royal and Imperial Majesty, Queen and Empress of the Northern Alliance--Queen Caya the First!" cried Croyden.

	The mention of the final hero of the Battle of Verril roused all in attendance to cheers. Half of the people in the hall had been present on that fateful day, and each told a different version of the tale. Only two aspects of the account remained constant. The first was that it was a glorious and sweeping victory. The second was that two great warriors, Deacon and Caya, were the greatest heroes of that day. 

	While the defeat of the generals in the mountains to the north was known only to the heroes, stories of their deeds within the capital grew more spectacular with each telling. The dragoyles grew in size and number, and the nearmen gained all manner of gruesome descriptions. Indeed, the nearmen of the recollections were massive, hideous beasts that clearly could never be confused with the soldiers who had patrolled the city each and every day for the decades prior to the battle. Deacon's legendary acts were performed in full view of the people of the capital, going so far as to earn him the honor of being the first to be offered the throne. He declined, but as the only other hero the people had seen leading the charge in their defense, the former leader of the Undermine was equally revered and more than willing to accept the crown. 

	Caya was radiant. She looked every bit the queen, dripping with jewelry, the freshly polished crown perched upon a bun of immaculately prepared hair, and a dress made of the rarest and most expensive of fabrics. One could easily envision her portrait hanging among the others that lined the walls--and, indeed, it very shortly would be. 

	Her behavior, however, was another matter. Even now, rather than the stately and stoic approach to her seat of honor that the servants had prepared her for, Caya was eagerly shaking the hands of the dignitaries and aristocrats. Croyden had been carefully briefed on the proper protocol for the occasion, and tasked with seeing to it that Caya behave appropriately. He quickly approached her as she was nearing her seat. Her eyes were scanning the crowd, lingering with particular interest on the faces of those who seemed disgusted by the creatures who had been given seats of honor. She turned to Croyden when he arrived.

	"Ah, Croyden, is it? Excellent work announcing us. I was thinking I might address my public," she said. "Perhaps you would like to call them to attention?"

	"Your Majesty, it is not traditional for the monarch to speak on the day of his or her coronation. Tradition states that if speeches are to be given, they are to be delivered by high-ranking members of your court on your behalf," he stated politely but firmly.

	"Is that so?" she asked.

	He nodded. Caya turned to the rest of the banquet hall.

	"The good Captain Lumineblade has informed me that tradition requires I not speak to you great people on this, the first day of my reign. I would say we are long overdue for a break in tradition," she declared.

	The response was an immediate and enthusiastic roar of approval from the honor guard and many of the other guests, and a somewhat more reluctant round of applause from the nobles of the audience. It was rapidly becoming clear to them that things were going to change a bit more than they would have liked.

	"Take a seat," Caya said to Croyden, indicating the position next to her own, which had been abandoned by its previous occupant in favor of one a bit further from Myn. "You can come to expect this sort of thing."

	With that, she turned back to the expectant crowd.

	"Let me begin by making my first proclamation as queen. I hereby pardon the members of the notorious and subversive group known as the Undermine for all crimes and acts of treason committed on behalf of the group," she began.

	Once again, the honor guard let up a cheer, while the nobles and the handful of military in attendance voiced their disapproval.

	"With that out of the way, let me announce, once and for all, that until you good people saw fit to place the crown upon my head, I was the leader of the Undermine," she said with a grin.

	Now even the cheers of the honor guard could not be heard over the growls of disapproval.

	"And yet I am now your queen," she declared. "Will anyone deny that it was my friends and I that liberated the capital from the scourge that had befallen it? Would anyone here have done the same? War has left its mark on us in many ways. It has thinned our cities to desertion. It has sapped the land of its bounty, and the people of their spirit. Perhaps worst of all, it has rendered our minds rigid and stubborn. The war only lasted as long as it did because we knew no other way. It is time for that to change. 

	"Look at the dais. On one side, huddled and cowering, is the old guard. The blue blood of this land. Aristocrats, nobles, and the privileged and wealthy. These are the people you have taken orders from and have looked up to. Now look at the other side. Wizards and sages, yes, but also freaks, monsters, and rebels. They, along with every farmer, miner, shopkeeper, and commoner, are the red blood of this land. There are good men and women, but also scoundrels, sympathizers, and everything you have been taught to hate. 

	"And I gladly count myself among them. Because despite what I have said, which side contains the heroes? The red blood is the blood that is spilled. These people, these creatures, these great, wonderful heroes, risked everything because they saw what needed to be done and vowed to do it. Sacrifices were made. Lives were lost."

	She turned to the others. A single seat had been left empty between them, a quiet nod to the hero who had not made it. She turned back.

	"Some stories will never be told," she continued. "But because of these hated dregs of our society, the hold of war has been broken. For the first time, we turn from the conflict we have faced so bravely to the terrifying prospect of peace. Things will not be simple. The way is uncertain. But, for the sacrifices that have been made by your brothers, sons, sisters, and daughters, I don't think we have any choice but to try. We owe it to them. We must work together, as one, until the wounds left by the blade of war are healed. Red blood and blue blood. Monsters and humans. Alliance and Tressor. For our parents! For our children! For ourselves! Are you with me!?"

	The crowd roared back in a single voice, leaping to its feet. It didn't die down until well after the meal had been served. With her words still burning in their veins, the guests looked to one another, then to the delegates from Tressor. Over the course of the meal, compliments, discussions, and debates began to flow in fractured Northern and fractured Tresson. Wine was poured, hands were shaken. Over such delicacies as could be offered by the broken land of the north, ancient animosities were, for the moment, set aside. 

	The road to a lasting peace would be a long one--but on this night, the first steps were taken.

	Caya was not one to let a good celebration end, let alone one in her honor. The sun was coloring the horizon before the final celebrants staggered to their rooms. Aside from the ubiquitous servants, only the Chosen, the queen, Croyden, and the ambassador remained. The latter had been impressed with Caya's command of the language. Furthermore, Croyden had proven to be skilled in diplomacy as well.

	"I thank you again, Your Excellency. I look forward to meeting with you again over the peace discussions. I would very much like to have an official treaty signed. Armistices are a bit fragile for my tastes," the queen said as a servant led him away.

	"Until then, Your Majesty," he said.

	When he had left, Caya turned to Croyden.

	"Well, Captain Lumineblade. I must say I was quite impressed with how you conducted yourself today. You are quite an able diplomat. And if the tales you told about your military exploits are any indication, you are quite the soldier as well," Caya said.

	"Why thank you, Your Majesty. I am honored to--" he began.

	"Call me Caya," she interrupted. "If you will excuse me, though, I must have a word with the other Guardians of the Realm. I shall see you tomorrow. Over dinner, perhaps?"

	"Yes, Your Maj--yes, Caya," he said, taking his leave and shutting the door behind him.

	"Flirting isn't a terribly royal activity," Myranda remarked.

	"Bah. Queen is just a title. Besides, it is very important to ensure the royal succession," she quipped. "Lumineblade . . . Isn't that the scoundrel Desmeres’s surname?"

	"Yes," Myranda replied.

	"Brother or son? It is difficult to tell with elves," she mused. "Eh, regardless, it looks as though some things run in the family. Speaking of which, the Und--er, Royal Guard has been complaining of weapons going missing. I must look into that . . ."

	Ivy, rising from her seat, made her way over to the others. She had a vaguely yellow glow about her, and an unsteady swagger to her walk. Somehow, though, she managed to make even staggering seem graceful.

	"Thank you for inviting me to your party!" slurred Ivy, as she stumbled into a hug.

	"Had a bit of wine, has she?" Caya asked.

	"Yes. Thank heavens she is a happy drunk," said Myranda, helping to disentangle the two. "Ether, look after Ivy, would you?"

	Ether's response was a stern, unmoving gaze.

	Myranda sighed. "Myn, would you?"

	The dragon looked up from a third cauldron of mashed potatoes and licked some errant specks of it from her nose. Ivy scrambled to Myn's back and mumbled something about going out flying as the beast lumbered out the massive entry way.

	"What is next for you, shapeshifter?" Caya asked. "Now that the D'karon are gone, what will fill your days?"

	Ether stared coldly at the queen for a few moments, then shifted quickly to wind and whisked away without a word.

	"She still hasn't mastered the art of social discourse, it would seem," Caya said, adjusting her tousled hair.

	"I am worried about her. She shows up when we need her, but mostly she spends her time at Lain's End, alone," Myranda explained.

	"Lain's End? Ah, the hole in the ground in the mountains. That's right. I wish you would have allowed me to acknowledge him more properly than naming the place of his death after him. He was despicable, to be sure, but he had a role in this," said the queen.

	"Lain spent his life in shadow. It seems wrong to reveal him now. Better to let him remain the legend he built for himself. It is what he would have . . ." she began, trailing off as a realization entered her mind. "No, there is something. Lain had spent his life trying to give the lives back to slaves, indentured servants, anyone who was forced into a life of servitude against their will, or without choice. If you could . . ."

	"Consider it abolished," Caya replied. "The Alliance is going to have to be rebuilt, and we shall need every able hand to do it."

	The doorway was pushed open and Deacon entered.

	"The carriage is ready," he yawned.

	"Leaving so soon?" Caya asked.

	"I need to get back to Kenvard. There are only a few weeks left before the peace discussions resume, and there is much to be done if Kenvard is to be rebuilt. Father was not even willing to spare the time needed to join us here," she said.

	"I'd wondered about him. I suppose it stands to reason he didn't want to come back to the building he'd spend so many years rotting underneath, as well. Better reasons than my family had!" Caya declared.

	"What kept them away?" Myranda asked.

	"Business. What with the first trade lines finally opening up, they've got their hands full filling orders at the vineyard, and at my uncle's distillery, too. At least they were kind enough to send us some of the better vintage," she said.

	"Indeed." Myranda nodded. It was the first she'd heard of the family business, though it certainly explained where the funding for her prior exploits had come from--and, more importantly, where the apparently endless supply of "liquid courage" had originated.

	The trio walked through the doors as the servants attempted to restore order to the banquet hall. They made their way to the entrance. The venerable castle, more ancient than memory, was scattered with signs of renewal. Cracked and damaged walls were patched, ruined tapestries were removed--but most notable were the doors. Shattered by Myn to gain entry to this place, the repaired doorway was now composed of gleaming metal and polished stone hung with glorious blue doors. Servants in attendance, only just closing them following Myn's exit, hurriedly began to open them again. A trio of other servants appeared with coats and cloaks for the travelers, and a fur wrap for the queen.

	"Nice as it is to have servants, I have my concerns about being queen. I didn't think it would be easy, but I certainly didn't think it would be more difficult than running the Undermine. Do you remember how long it took to find enough diplomats that actually spoke Tresson to begin the first round of talks? Egad. And without the nearmen, frankly, we are at Tressor's mercy. I know I sought victory at any cost, but that was before they put me on the throne. I would much prefer to gain my place in history as the greatest queen of the Northern Alliance, not the last. It is a dicey road ahead. I just wonder . . . after one hundred and fifty some-odd years of war, is a lasting peace even possible?" Caya wondered.

	Myranda looked to the gates of the castle wall as they pulled open. Beyond it, the streets were packed, even as the sun was still breaking free of the horizon. There was a feeling of life in the city that Myranda could never recall feeling before. The land had its soul back. High above, Myn wheeled in the morning air.

	"The D'karon are gone. That is the important thing. Whatever happens happens. Pass or fail, win or lose, at least the shackles are broken. The people can make their own decisions. For the first time in ages, they have the freedom to make a choice. Under your guidance, I believe they shall choose well," Myranda said.

	Myn touched down in the street as Myranda and Deacon entered the carriage. As the crowd parted around the creature, the heroes took their first steps along the long road ahead.

	#

	And so the tale is told. As I write this, a thousand different tellings exist, twisted by tricks of memory, misunderstandings, and occasionally deceit. In the years to come, the stories will no doubt pass into legend, then myth, and perhaps into obscurity. Such is the whim of fate. But you, dear reader, may count yourself lucky that you came upon this book. You, at least, know it all. You know the curse and blessing that was the Mark. You know the pain and joy that a true quest brings. You know not just the end, but the beginning and the trials between. You know the truth--and the truth is important--about what occurred in this world once upon a time.

	###

	That concludes The Book of Deacon Trilogy, but there is still is plenty more to read in this anthology. If you’d like to be kept in the loop on future installments to the series, sign up for the newsletter! And for books in other settings, check out the complete bibliography at the end of this anthology.

	 


 

	Jade

	 

	A Book of Deacon Sidequest

	 

	Joseph R. Lallo

	 


 

	Foreword

	As I said in the previous foreword, Jade was written primarily because I thought people weren’t interested in reading vast, sprawling epics. It seemed like a nice idea to tell a story about two characters who couldn’t be more opposite, and show how they help each other to grow. Also, full disclosure, the idea of having a child fully dependent upon me is something that I’ve found existentially terrifying ever since I became a grownup and discovered that adulthood doesn’t come with a series of profound epiphanies revealing how things work and what to do in a given situation. Grownups are just tall children, and we’re all bluffing, all the time. It therefore made sense to me that one thing that could paralyze a mighty warrior with fear would be the feeling of a little girl clutching his or her hand. That was the kernel from which Jade grew.

	 


Chapter 1

	A man laid on the forest floor, weak, air dragging in and out of his lungs in fading gasps. Already his vision was growing dim. He was beyond help now. The end was near.

	A dying mind must choose its thoughts carefully. They are too precious to be squandered.

	He thought of his family--his wife, his brothers, his parents, each and every one of them waiting on the other side. He would be with them again soon. He thought of how little he was leaving behind. A tiny home, a failure of a shop, and an indifferent town. He would not miss them. Still a young man, he thought of the years of life that he was losing. Half of a lifetime still lay before him. He would not miss that, either. The world he knew was a bleak one. Disease, hunger, and poverty were everywhere. What he felt most was relief that he would endure it no more.

	Most impressively, not once did his final thoughts touch upon the beast standing over him. Blood pooled around its mighty claws. A cold rain began to pound upon its green scales. Its reptilian head towered above, smoky breath rushing out between stout daggers of teeth. The dragon watched life slip away, just as it had countless times before. Then, in a few bounding strides, it was gone.

	#

	“All out! Everybody out!” cried a scraggly man, as he hammered at a crude bell.

	Far to the southeast, the town of Isintist was a small one, but dense with people. They poured from the houses as quickly as they could. It was the alarm bell, and the smell of smoke left little doubt as to the reason. A fire was raging in a large house toward the edge of town, the site of the Rinton family’s home and farm. Every able body rushed to the scene. It would be nice to say that each had moved so quickly out of a sense of duty, but the truth was far less heroic. The village--indeed, the entire region--was in the midst of a terrible drought. The grass and trees were dry as tinder. Were the fire to spread, it would quickly be out of control and their own homes would be next. Best, then, to do what could be done to stop it before that happened.

	The burning home was already surrounded by onlookers, but there was little anyone could do. The whole of the lower floor was utterly engulfed. Even if a would-be hero were to brave the burning doorway, there was no hope of rescuing anyone inside. With the wells all but dry, neither was there any hope to douse the flames. And so the town was left to helplessly watch as flames worked their way up to the attic. The intensity of the inferno devoured the supports of the building, causing charred lower walls to creak and splinter under what little remained untouched above.

	Finally, in a rush of embers and debris, the foremost section of the attic tumbled forward. An instant before it struck the ground, a form tumbled from its window, colliding viciously with the ground and rolling toward the crowd. The rest of the house, finally having reached its breaking point, collapsed. A scalding hot rush of air erupted from it, filling the surrounding field with smoke, ash, and splintered wood. The assembled townsfolk scattered to beat out the dozens of smaller fires started by the flying embers--but, for some, the sound of cries of anguish and pain drew their attention to the ground in front of the smoldering remains of the attic loft.

	There, just beyond the mound of broken and shattered wood, was a little girl, not more than six years old. The collapse had spared her, and though the fall from the window and the choking smoke hadn’t done her any good, she was alive, the only survivor of the terrible disaster.

	When the flames died away, there were questions to be answered. In an ideal world, there would have been questions about the nature of the disaster. How did the fire start? Why was the whole of the family inside during the day? How could the fire have spread so quickly that not a single one of the five Rinton family members could reach a door?

	Alas, this was a simple time, and curiosity was hardly a common virtue. The fire was never presumed to be anything more than a terrible tragedy. Thus, the only questions left to be answered were what to do with the land, and what to do with the girl. In a community so small and so remote, there was seldom any need for laws more complex than an eye for an eye, so the matter was one with no clear resolution. To address it, a meeting of the town leaders was called. The most influential people in town, and anyone else with any interest, gathered in the church for the informal meeting. When all were ready, it was called to order.

	“Right, so, by now we all heard the terrible news about the Rintons,” announced an old man to a general murmur of acknowledgment.

	The old man's name was Delnick, and he was the unofficial leader of the town largely because he'd managed to stay alive for so long. A lifetime in the sun had made him look as though he'd been stitched together from tanned cowhide, but his mind still seemed sharp, and since no one else wanted the job, no one challenged his authority.

	“So what are we going to do about all that land?” asked a man in the rear of the room.

	The man turned out to be a fellow named Drudder. He was known around town primarily for his bitter attitude and ruinous gambling habit.

	“Little Jade survived the fire, so the land belongs to her,” Delnick proclaimed.

	“What!? She can't tend to that land! That land'll be wasted if you give it to her!” He objected.

	“Look, the girl gets the land. We ain't discussing it. Of course she can't tend to it! She's not even six yet. We need to find her a place to live,” said Delnick. “Now, who can look after her until we can find a family member to take her?”

	There was a low murmur again, but no volunteers. The drought had hit the village hard. Most had difficulty turning up enough food and water for their own families. Supporting another was more than any of the residents could handle.

	“I'll take her,” said Drudder. “I got three boys already, what's one more? And, naturally I'll work the land on her behalf.”

	Delnick sat in silent consideration for a few moments. No one was foolish enough to believe that Drudder had the girl's best interests at heart. He just wanted the Rinton land, which was some of the most fertile in the region. That didn't change the fact that no one else had offered, and the girl needed a home.

	“All right, Drudder. Watch the girl and the land is yours until we find a next of kin,” he said.

	A little girl, eyes still red from smoke and tears, was led by her hand to her new guardian.

	“Th-thank you, Mr. Dru--” she began meekly.

	“Gale! Take the Rinton girl back home and set her up in the boys' room. I've got to head over to the land and make sure the fire didn't do anything to the fence,” Drudder cried to his weary-looking wife.

	And so Jade's new life began. By day, she walked past the charred remains of her former home to work the land that had belonged to her parents. She pulled weeds, planted seeds, and did anything else her new guardian asked of her. She did it well, too. The land she worked sprouted twice as many green shoots as that worked by the others. Work continued until the sun was slipping from the sky. By night, she sat in a sad daze in the corner of a room crowded with three boys at least twice her age.

	To say that the Drudders were cruel to her would be a lie. They never truly mistreated her. Nor could one say that they failed to provide for her. There was a roof over her head, and even a bed of her own. The drought meant that the food on the table was barely enough, but she always got an equal share. No, her new family gave her everything that they had to give her . . . and that was all. Her “brothers” barely glanced in her direction. Her “father” spoke only in directions regarding this task or that in the fields. She was never called by any name other than “Rinton girl,” or more often simply “you there.” For a girl so young, a girl who had lost her family so horribly and so quickly, the loneliness was pure agony.

	Before long, Jade was reduced to wandering numbly through her day, quietly doing as she was told, eating her meager meals, and sleeping fitfully. She was in just such a daze, weeding the edge of the family land nearest to the trees, when she felt something. For a moment, it cut through the veil of malaise.

	It wasn't that she had seen something, or even heard something. There was simply a sensation . . . like something in the trees was watching her. She squinted into the sparse, dried out woods, but it was no use. The bright sun made the relative shade of the woods a veritable wall of darkness. Still, she could not shake the feeling. Moving slowly, she squeezed through the fence and crept closer to the trees. Her eyes began to adjust, cutting deeper into the shade. There was something there . . .

	In an explosion of motion, a frightened deer burst from the trees and ran off along the fence. Startled, Jade squealed and fell backward. Her eyes, tearing up from the shock of the creature's appearance, first watched it gallop away, then turned to the forest again. There was still something there. She couldn't make out what it was, but it was big, and it was moving.

	For the moment, her curiosity managed to drown out the voices of both reason and fear. Whatever the beast in the forest was, it was moving very quietly. Jade could make out its form, but no details. It just seemed like a mass of green moving deeper into the forest. She crept forward, but with each step she took toward it, the shape retreated faster, until finally it was out of sight. Jade squinted after it, but there was no question, it was gone. She looked around her. Here and there branches and bushes seemed snapped away. Then she looked down. There, on the parched forest floor, was a footprint. It was huge, and looked almost like the sort a rooster might leave behind if it were the size of an elephant. Just as the wheels in her young mind began to turn, and fear began to trickle back into place, a gruff voice rang out.

	“Girl! Where have you run off to?” called Drudder.

	Jade hurried back to the light of the field and spent the rest of the day trying not to think about what she had seen. As is so often the case, those things we wish to forget have a terrible habit of consuming our minds. She tried to work the land. She tried to eat her meal. Every moment, her young mind was churning on the images she’d seen. The conclusion was obvious, but too terrifying to consider. Finally, just as the empty plates were being cleared away, the words that she’d tried so dutifully to keep from her mind found their way to her mouth.

	“I saw a dragon,” she said quietly.

	The silence came slowly. Curious eyes turned in her direction; her adoptive family reacted roughly as they would have if a piece of furniture had made the comment.

	“Did you say a dragon?” asked one of the boys.

	“You didn’t see a dragon,” said Drudder.

	“I did, it was in the forest next to--”

	“You didn’t see a dragon!” he repeated firmly.

	“Dragons live in the mountains; we’re in the plains,” said the youngest brother.

	“Everybody would have seen it if there was a dragon here,” said the middle boy.

	“Everybody would be dead if there was a dragon here,” said the eldest.

	“Don’t make up stories,” Drudder advised.

	“But I--”

	“Don’t,” he repeated firmly.

	Jade sheepishly closed her mouth and lowered her eyes. From that day onward, she did not say a word to anyone about what she had seen, but the edge of the fields nearest to the forest went suspiciously unweeded.

	The days without rain continued to tick by, and one by one the wells began to run dry. The only water that remained came in the trickle of a stream that grew weaker by the day. Despair was steadily turning to desperation as the people fought for every drop of water to keep first their crops, then themselves, from withering away. When finally even the stream was little more than a dry bed, a meeting was once again called of the town leaders.

	“It ain’t natural. It just ain’t natural,” raved Drudder.

	“I’ll agree with you there, Drudder,” said Delnick, “but knowing it ain’t natural doesn’t do us much good, does it?”

	“Well, what could cause a drought this bad?”

	“Any number of things. There could be a witch or a wizard. The Gods could be mad at us. Some sort of mystic beast could be bringing it down on us. We could be cursed . . .” Delnick considered.

	“Hold it . . . hold it . . . Could a dragon do this?” Drudder asked, the little girl's words echoing in his mind.

	“Yeah . . . Yeah, a dragon could. Course a dragon could. Dragons can do damn near anything,” replied Delnick, in the distinctive tone of growing certainty shared by all supposed leaders when confronted with something they are unsure of. “But if there was a dragon about, someone would have seen it.”

	“The Rinton girl saw one, weeks back. I figured she was just imagining things.”

	“Well, we’ve gotta be sure. You boys head home and arm yourselves. We need to find out if there is a dragon around here,” Delnick quickly ordered. There were already plenty of people whispering doubts of the old man's ability to lead. Now that there was a direction, best to start moving immediately. “If there is, at least we know why we’re in such a bad state. Go, now!”

	Hesitantly, the most able men the town had to offer set about the task. Starting with the forest where Jade had first seen the beast, they searched. Slowly but surely, the clues began to arise. Here and there, a half-hidden footprint that no beast in the area should have been able to leave would be found. Then came the partially buried remains of a charred stag. Finally, some distance out of town, a shallow cave leading into the sandy ground bore a smell unmistakable to Kruck, the one and only man in town who had encountered a dragon before. The men gathered again to discuss their findings. The fact that Kruck waved a hook in place of a hand while he spoke added significant weight to his words.

	“You’re dealing with one of the fire-breathing devils, all right. Down in Teller’s Pit. It is a smart one, too, or someone is trying to cover for it. It tries to wipe up its tracks, and it tries to hide its kills. Gods willing we won’t ever see this thing, but I can tell you that it is damn sure here,” Kruck raved.

	“And as long as that thing is here, this drought will continue . . .” Delnick surmised, “What will it take to kill it?”

	“More than we got, that’s for sure,” Kruck replied, “You don’t want to fight the thing, anyway. That’ll just make it angry. We should all just be glad it hasn’t attacked us . . . yet.”

	All eyes turned to Delnick. He stroked his chin.

	“I want all of you to go back to your homes. I’ll think of something . . . and if any of you have an idea, you share it with me . . . Until then, we’ll just hope that whatever has kept that monster from killing us with fire instead of drying us out will keep doing it. Just try to pretend you aren’t living with a dragon breathing down your necks.”

	With that less than sage plan, life in the town of Isintist continued, such as it was. Days passed with no solution, each of the townspeople nervously working in the shadow of the monster. Drudder leaned upon his hoe and peered over the half-tilled field. The land stretched all the way to the trees and, impossibly, it was fruitful. It was anything but a bountiful crop, but scattered patches of land had managed to produce wheat. He looked over the spotty green stretches, vaguely recalling that each had been worked by Jade . . . As a matter of fact, only those worked by Jade seemed to grow. He set the thought aside. It must have been the land. It was nothing like his own. Last year’s harvest, in a year that had seen plenty of rain, had barely been enough to survive on, let alone cover his gambling debt. That wasn't a problem anymore, though. Once he'd secured this land, he'd been able to sell his own, save the patch that held his home. He shuddered at the thought of what would have happened to him had he not paid on time.

	“Nice bit of dirt you've got here,” came a voice suddenly from behind him.

	Startled, Drudder turned to find a tall, thin man with a smug grin on his unmistakably elfish face. In one hand was a piece of wood, in the other a knife. Intricate designs covered the wooden rod and, as he spoke, he casually traced out another symbol. Drudder knew the man all too well. He was the fellow in charge of placing the bets down at the races, the one who had kindly allowed him to gamble away more than a year's earnings on credit. After a string of losses, he was also the man in charge of collecting. The sight of the knife made him cringe.

	“What are you doing here? You . . . you got the money, right?” Drudder stammered.

	“Oh, yes, yes, my friend. I am here on other business. By the way, I heard about that fire. Terrible tragedy. But, then, it served you fairly well, didn't it?” remarked the visitor.

	After a glance to see that no one else was in earshot, he smiled, “I'll say. Now all of this land is mine.”

	“Well . . . Not quite yours. Technically, it still belongs to the girl.”

	“Yeah, but the girl belongs to me.”

	“For now.”

	“What do you mean 'for now'? You told me that there wasn't any other family to worry about.”

	“Oh, there isn't, there isn't. But little girls grow up, and when she does, the land is hers.”

	“ . . .I could . . . marry her to one of my sons.”

	“You could, you could.” He nodded, carving another well-placed notch. “But then the land would be his, not yours.”

	“ . . .So . . .” the man said slowly, brow furrowed in the unfamiliar activity of deep thought.

	“Well, back before the unfortunate fire, you had realized, quite on your own, that if the owners of this land were to die, you would be able to claim it as your own, yes?”

	“ . . .Yes . . .” Drudder said slowly.

	He remembered the conversation well. After a calm, frank explanation of the very severe consequences of not paying his debts, the strange man had remarked that he knew a fellow with family in this village. He'd just passed away and, thus, in the unlikely event that the whole Rinton household were to die, their land would be up for grabs, and Drudder himself would have a very strong claim to it. The hypothetical scenario had been laid out with remarkable detail. True, he never did specifically suggest that Drudder do anything, but he did everything but put the lit torch in his hand.

	“And the survival of the girl is the only deviation from that sequence of events, yes?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then it would seem that you could bring about the initially intended outcome by correcting that minor flaw.”

	“So . . .” he began, his mind slowly catching up to the logic, “you are saying I should kill the little girl, too.”

	“I am saying nothing of the sort. It would be despicable to even suggest it,” he said, pausing to brush some shavings from the carving. “I am simply indicating that her death is the only way for this land to be irrevocably yours.”

	“All right . . . all right, plenty of dangerous jobs around. She's bound to have an accident.”

	“Considering the fact she survived a fire that killed the rest of her family, I am not certain simple misfortune can be trusted to do the job. And if you were considering helping fate along, you should know that more than a few suspicious eyes are turned in your direction already.”

	“ . . .Well, what else is there?”

	“Why, selflessness, my boy. You must put your village before yourself.”

	“I . . . I don't know what you mean . . .”

	“Well, it just so happens I came to deliver a message to the church. It seems a note was received up north informing Conner Celeste about the Rinton tragedy. Conner, you'll recall, is the young man who I'd mentioned had died.”

	“Yeah . . .”

	“Well, you never did ask me how he met his end, did you?”

	“No . . .”

	“Poison. Perhaps a poisoned knife, perhaps a poisoned claw or tooth. And not only that, but a dragon was seen near his body. Funny thing about dragons. They tend to carry a vendetta--”

	“A what?”

	“A grudge,” he simplified with a roll of his eyes, “against whole families--”

	“Can . . . dragons poison people?” Drudder asked, quickly falling behind in the conversation again.

	“A venomous dragon is a rare but not unheard of occurrence. Please try to focus, I'm coming to a point. You see, if the dragon killed Connor, and it is seeking to exact some sort of vengeance on the whole of his family, then it would have come after the Rintons. It may have even started that fire,” he led.

	“No, but I--yeah, the dragon started that fire. Say, how did you know we had a dragon problem?”

	“Word travels fast. Now, if the beast wants to punish the entire family, then it won’t leave until it has the girl, yes?”

	Drudder nodded slowly, struggling to connect the pieces, “So . . . You are saying I should--”

	“No, Mr. Drudder. No. I am not saying you should do anything. I am merely musing out loud that were to you to offer the girl as a sacrifice to the dragon, it might appease the beast, simultaneously ending the drought, clearing you of any suspicion, securing the land for you once and for all, and making you a local hero. Any decision to do this contemptible thing would be yours alone!” the strange man growled.

	“Okay, then . . .”

	“Well, I’m off to deliver this message to the church. And good luck with your dragon problem.”

	 


Chapter 2

	With that the strange man paced away, while Drudder hurried to the home of Delnick. That night, another meeting was called. By the time the relevant parties were gathered, Drudder was almost giddy with excitement. He had lit the fire that killed the Rintons, and the fact had haunted him from that day.

	It would be nice to suggest that he felt guilty for what he’d done, but of the many things that troubled him, his conscience was not one. It wasn’t that he was an evil man. Evil requires passion, ambition, motivation. Drudder didn’t care enough to be evil. He didn’t care about right, he didn’t care about wrong. Right now, sacrificing the girl would solve every last problem he had. That was the only thing he cared about, and once he’d found something to care about, it was the only thing on his mind until it was done.

	“Are you certain?” Delnick asked.

	One does not become the man a village looks to for leadership by throwing children to monsters without good reason.

	“Of course I’m certain! Listen, you heard what the priest said the note said. The man died from poison and there was a dragon. The dragon was the one that did it, it must have. Then the whole family dies in a fire. Dragons breathe fire. Now, when he couldn’t kill the girl, he brings this drought down on all of us. This is the answer, Delnick. This is what we have to do. We have to . . . to . . . appease the beast,” Drudder added, recalling the fancy-sounding word his mysterious adviser had used.

	Delnick looked over the crowd. It was clear by the muttering and change in expressions that the thought of a quick and simple solution to their many problems appealed at least as much to them as it did to Drudder, with the added benefit that there would be no blood on their hands. On the surface, it is leaders who guide their people, but this is almost never true. A leader who takes his people where they don’t want to go seldom remains a leader for long, so leadership instead becomes the art of assuring obedience by ordering to be done what would have been done in the first place. He didn’t like it, but if the village felt that this was the only way, then he would see that it was so.

	“Right. Kruck, when do these things come out to hunt?” Delnick asked.

	“I had my run-in ‘round about dusk,” he replied.

	“Then tomorrow, a bit before the sun sets, I want you to take the little girl to Teller’s Pit and . . . leave her there. Don’t tell her what she’s in for. The least we can do is give her this last day without fear,” Delnick decreed sadly.

	With that, the frightened, unsure minds of the town left, set on the only desperate solution to present itself. Jade had her evening meal that night unaware that it would be her last, and woke the following morning to find that there would be no work that day. Instead, Drudder pulled her aside.

	“You there . . . er, Jade. I want you to come with me. The boys will see to the field today,” he explained to her.

	“Why? Where are we going?” she asked.

	“To Teller’s Pit. We’re going to . . . try to find a way to get some water,” he said.

	“And I get to come?” she said.

	“Yeah, yeah. You get to come.”

	Jade grinned ear to ear. This was the first time her caretaker had taken any sort of interest in her, and the first time in ages that she’d had a break from the daily routine. She didn’t need to know why.

	“Thank you!” she said, throwing her arms around Drudder.

	For just a moment the man felt a pang of conscience. For just a moment.

	“What should I bring? What are we going to do?” she asked.

	“It is just a little walk. You don’t need to bring anything. Just you, me, and a few of the other fellows from around town. We’ll take a nice walk, look around a bit, and then come back.”

	“Okay!” she said cheerfully.

	Drudder, Jade, and three of the more able-bodied men of the town set off just as the sun was beginning to droop. The little girl's spirits were sky high. She was hungrier and thirstier than she'd been in weeks--but, for the first time since the loss of her parents, someone was treating her like she actually existed. The person she had been before the tragedy, long buried beneath impenetrable sadness, was beginning to show. After barely uttering a word for so long, she seemed to be making up for lost time. Questions were coming in a continuous stream, with little regard for the fact that there were no answers.

	“Is Teller's Pit far? Have we ever looked there for water before? We should do this more often . . .” she babbled as they continued along.

	Just over an hour and just under two hundred questions later, the group reached their destination. Teller’s Pit was aptly named. Dry, brittle grass tapered off to a rocky lip that fell sharply off for a few dozen feet. At its bottom, a bed of gravel and debris took on a gentler slope as it led into a low-roofed tunnel. As the four men drew closer to it, they became visibly tense and nervous. Only the girl was oblivious to the danger that lurked within.

	“W-o-o-ow,” Jade said, inching up to its edge and peering in. “Are we going to explore it?”

	“No. But I want you to stay here while the rest of us look around a bit. Don’t move from this spot, no matter what, and keep a good eye on that cave. We’ll be back in a while,” Drudder said, eying the pit anxiously.

	“Okay! I hope you find water,” she said cheerfully, as the men who had brought her retreated at a near run.

	For a few minutes, Jade paced about the edge of the pit, pleased that she’d been given something important to do. As the minutes turned to hours, and the sky began to redden, boredom set in. She kicked a few stones, took off her shoes to give her feet some air, and tried not to think about how thirsty she was. With a sigh, she gathered up an armful of stones and began to throw them, one by one, into the pit.

	One of them took an odd bounce and tumbled into the tunnel, clacking and echoing as it went. At the sound of the echoes, the mouth of the tunnel became her new target, with each stone echoing louder and bouncing further. She was listening to the final stone click along in the darkness when something suddenly felt wrong. The clicking was getting louder, not quieter. She stared curiously at the mouth of the cave. As she did, memories she’d thrust aside for the last few weeks began to work their way to the surface again. Finally, a creature emerged from the mouth of the cave, and Jade realized that she was seeing it for the second time.

	She caught only the merest glimpse of it, but in half that time it had burned itself into her memory. Emerald green scales armored its back, its belly protected by yellow plates. At the end of a cruel, serpentine neck was a vicious reptilian head, set with piecing, yellow-gold eyes. Jade was already sprinting away, screaming at the top of her lungs, by the time it fully emerged from the shadows. At the sound of wings unfurling, she turned to see the monster launch from the mouth of the pit and into the air. Jade doubled her speed as the shadow swept across the ground, and when the earth shook with the creature’s landing, she doubled it again, moving with a speed only fear could allow.

	At the midpoint between the pit and the town, Drudder waited. The others had wanted to return to the town, but he convinced them to remain. Maybe it was the fact that the fire had failed to kill her. Maybe it was the fact that he was only now realizing how tenuous his grip on the land that rightly belonged to her was. Whatever the reason, he wanted to be absolutely certain the job was done. And so he was dutifully watching the trail when the terrified girl, quite alive, came trudging through the trees. Upon seeing him, the girl found the strength to run to him for protection.

	Rather than comfort her, Drudder took her firmly by the shoulders.

	“Mr. Drudder, I was right, I did see a dragon! It was in the pit! It almost got me!” she sobbed.

	“I know there was a dragon, how did you get away from it!?” he growled.

	“I ran! Y-you knew there was a dragon?”

	“Of course we knew there was a dragon! You can’t just run away from a dragon. What did you do!?” raved one of the others, a man called Mirren.

	“I swear! I swear I just ran! I don’t understand what--”

	“I’ll tell you how she did it. She’s a witch!” Drudder said in a tone more of realization than accusation, “She must be a witch. She survived that fire that killed her family. The only land that grows anything is the land she works. Now she escapes a dragon!? She's got to be a witch!”

	“What? No! No, I--” she objected tearfully.

	Drudder quickly threw a hand over her mouth.

	“I won’t have you speaking any spells, girl,” he said, with the desperation of a man who believes he may have killed the family of a girl who could turn him onto a toad. “Tie her up, and gag her. Quick!”

	Ropes and rags were produced, brought along in case the girl were to realize her fate and try to escape. Her hands were bound behind her back, her feet bound together, and a rag tied across her mouth.

	“What do we do now?” asked Mirren, nearly manic with anxiety.

	“We take her back and we feed her to the dragon,” Drudder replied.

	“What? No! She probably killed it with her magic!”

	“We would have heard or seen it if someone killed something that size with magic.”

	“Well, then that monster is still out there! It will kill us!”

	“Would you rather die of thirst from the drought?”

	“Yes! It takes longer! Besides, maybe it isn't the dragon causing the drought. Maybe it's the witch.”

	“Then feeding the witch to the dragon will solve both problems, won't it?”

	“You're on your own, Drudder. Me and . . .--hey, wait for me!” called Mirren after the others, who had already set off quickly back to town.

	Drudder looked to the bound girl, then to the town, and finally toward Teller's Pit. With a grit of his teeth, he stooped, clutched the girl under an arm, and set off toward the pit. As he walked, he ranted.

	“It is the dragon causing the drought. People will die if it doesn't rain. So we send you to appease the dragon, and you run? Do you want the drought to continue? Not me. No, this is the right thing to do. This is . . . this is for the greater good!” he muttered almost maniacally. “That's why I'm doing it. It has to be done.”

	It was the act of a man desperate to convince himself. His pace was brisk, practically a run, despite having to carry Jade. It had to be. He was feeding a little girl to a wild beast. It was a horrific act, even with the purest of intentions, and his were anything but pure. Drudder was in a race against his own conscience.

	The edge of Teller’s Pit came into view. He stepped up to the rocky lip, girl over his shoulder. He gathered what little will he had left and took her into his arms. All he had to do was throw her down, and all of his problems would be over. He would inherit the land once and for all. He would not be suspected. The drought would end. It was all so simple, clean cut. It would all be over. He extended his arms. All he had to do was to let go . . .

	The ground shook, a shadow slipping over Drudder. He turned. There were legs, scales, and shadows. He looked up . . . and up . . . and up . . .

	The dragon’s head hung directly above his own. Quite without his permission, his arms lowered the girl. She fell to his feet.

	“She . . . she’s yours! Take her!” He shuddered.

	The dragon, eyes locked and teeth bared, circled to the side. Drudder bolted, a panicked run taking him madly back toward the town. The beast unleashed a bloodcurdling roar and followed. The footsteps retreated into the distance and, for a moment, Jade was alone. She struggled desperately, but the ropes around her hands and feet were far too tight and far too strong. The best she could manage was to dislodge the gag from her mouth and wail for help. She screamed as loud as she could, and for as long as she could, until a sound between cries rendered her silent. The footsteps were returning.

	Jade shut her eyes tight and tried to stay silent as the monster stalked closer, hoping perhaps it would not notice her. Despite the warmth of the sun, she could not stop trembling. The dragon's terrible claws clicked against the stone of the pit's edge. The monster did not run, it did not pounce. It almost seemed cautious in its approach, turning what Jade had feared would be a sudden painful end into a torturous wait. Finally, the dragon stopped. Though she did not dare open her eyes, the little girl could feel it towering over her.

	For a moment, the only sounds were the vast, hissing breaths of the monster and her own terrified whimpers. Then came the rumble, a sound felt as much as heard. It was a growl, deep and grating, more like pounding hammers or distant war drums than a sound a creature could make. Steadily, it grew stronger, until it shook the ground and rattled Jade's bones.

	There was a sudden, forceful nudge at her arm that flipped her onto her stomach. For an instant, she felt the dragon's steaming breath on the back of her neck. She braced herself for the end. The growl grew louder and sharper in tone as it opened its mouth. Then came a firm tug at the nape of her shirt and she was wrenched into the air.

	The terrified girl could stifle her screams no longer. She cried and wailed harder and harder as the beast leaped into the pit and plodded along, its latest morsel dangling from its teeth. Breath from its nostrils hissed in her ears as she swung by her tattered shirt, traveling deeper and deeper into the cave. The journey was a long one, exhaustion and a scoured throat reducing her cries to quiet whimpers long before it reached its end. Time dulled the edge of her fear enough to let her mind wander. Where could it be bringing her? Her thoughts drifted to spring, to mother birds bringing worms to their nests. Nests filled with gaping, hungry mouths . . . She found the strength to scream again.

	When even the renewed terror was not enough to convince her to torture her parched throat any longer, she hesitantly opened her eyes. It did no good. The light from the mouth of the cave was long gone. Blackness surrounded her. Still, the dragon walked onward. Its growl had subsided, leaving only the clicking of claw on stone and the huff of hot breath to remind her of that which carried her. In time her aged shirt began to tear. The beast lowered her in the darkness, wrapping her instead with its tail and lifting her to continue the terrible journey.

	After what seemed like hours, Jade's red, tear-drenched eyes caught a glimpse of light on the walls around her as she was carried behind the beast. Were they heading back to the mouth of the cave? She twisted her neck and strained to see the approaching glow. It was certainly the sun, but it was not the craggy pit that she'd been carried into. As she was brought nearer, it was certain that the beast had hauled her to a second cave entrance.

	The dragon loosened its tail and Jade dropped to the dry, sandy ground outside the cave. She tried to roll over, but the monster's snout nudged the small of her back, forcing her down. Before she could struggle any more, she felt a razor sharp tooth graze her wrist. This was it. The end. Now there was a scrape at her knuckles. Jade prayed that the beast would be swift. The bindings of her wrists pulled painfully tight . . . and then fell loose.

	After a moment, the ropes that bound her feet were similarly sheared through. The young girl remained trembling on the ground for a moment. Steadily, the footsteps of the dragon retreated. She climbed to her feet, shaking. It had spared her. More than that, it had freed her.

	In times of great danger, the body acts in its own defense long before the mind has had time to prepare orders. She had already run a dozen strides before she had realized she had even moved. When Jade was finally able to overrule her survival instincts, she slid to a stop and fought to catch her breath. Where was she going? She didn't know where she was, though that hardly mattered. She could probably find her way back to the city, but there was no use even trying. If she went back now, they would never believe that she wasn't a witch. No one should be able to survive being a bound offering. Even if they did let her return, Drudder had said that the dragon was causing the drought. If it didn't have her, the horrible thing wouldn't let the rains come and the town would wither away. For the good of her home, and against her every instinct, she began to walk back to the cave.

	With each step, the fear smoldering in her stomach burned hotter. The sandy ground with its prickly, parched grass dwindled to rough, cold stone. The monster had dangled her for a long time. The cave must be enormous. How would she even find the beast? Ahead was a wall of blackness. It came sharply and suddenly, as though the light itself was afraid to delve any deeper. Perhaps with good reason. From the darkness came the thundering growl once more.

	The dragon emerged from the pitch. It must have been lurking there, just out of sight, as if hiding behind a black curtain. The strength drained from Jade's legs. Slowly, she lowered herself to the ground and let her head sag. The growl grew stronger as the beast plodded the few remaining steps toward her. Its snout was inches from the top of her head. She trembled, but did not run. This was for the others. This was to end the drought. She repeated the words over and over again in her mind in a failing attempt to stem the urge to flee.

	The terrible nostrils drew in a long, slow breath, releasing it all at once as a terrible roar. It was earsplitting, rebounding off of the walls in a chorus of echoes. The gale of scalding hot breath hit her with all of the fury of a raging storm. Her hair rushed back, tears poured down her face, but she held firm.

	When she raised her eyes, the beast was barely visible as a gleam of eyes and a vague form beyond the edge of the darkness again. Jade locked the eyes in her gaze. The rumble began again, but it brought with it something more startling than anything that came before it. A voice.

	“Leave,” it spoke.

	The word folded seamlessly with the growl, so much so that she for a moment doubted she had heard it at all.

	“N-no,” she managed, when she finally found her voice.

	“Have you no sense?” the beast thundered.

	Its voice was different this time. Not smooth, but smoother. There was a power and depth to it that almost made it more terrifying than the roar. It was a voice that sliced to the very core of the mind, deep and commanding.

	“You h-have to e-eat me.”

	The gleaming eyes narrowed.

	“No.”

	The growl rumbled behind the word, like a hammer driving a spike home. Jade shut her eyes tight, tears flowing anew. With a heroic effort, she managed to utter words that likely had never been spoken before.

	“Please eat me?”

	She offered the words up imploringly, pitifully. Nothing about this made sense anymore. She was a sacrifice. It was supposed to be terrifying. It was supposed to be deadly. It was not supposed to be difficult. She shouldn't have to convince the terrible beast to play its role. She was lost and unsure, her mind spinning. In a way, it was far worse than the fear, which had at least been certain.

	“Why would you beg for death?” grumbled the dragon, the merest hint of frustration in its voice.

	“They sent me to . . . to 'pease you,” she said uncertainly.

	After a few silent moments, the dragon replied.

	“They sent you to appease me?” offered the beast.

	Jade nodded vigorously and sniffled, grateful that she appeared to be making progress.

	“Then go to your people and tell them that I am appeased,” the dragon instructed.

	The words took a moment to penetrate the layers of fear and confusion, but when they did, they came with a glimmer of hope that fairly gleamed from Jade's eyes.

	“R-really?” she asked, heart leaping.

	“Yes,” the creature replied.

	“So you'll stop the drought?”

	The silence lasted longer this time. Slowly, the dragon slid from the darkness. Jade clung desperately to the thread of hope. For the first time, she was looking upon the creature with at least a tiny fraction of her wits about her. Its face, fearsome though it was, had another quality to it. Though it was subtle and difficult to identify, there was a glimmer of emotion in its features. It was in the twist of its mouth, the flare of its nostrils, and, more than anything else, in its eyes. There was weariness, frustration and, perhaps, a hint of . . . regret?

	“No.”

	“But, but that's why I had to a-ppease you. They said that the drought wouldn't end until you were a-ppeased. You have to end it! People are starving! Animals are dying of thirst!” she urged desperately, her last slim chance slipping away.

	“Go,” the creature ordered, turning and slipping back into the shadows.

	“I can't go back! They think I know magic, and if I come back now, they'll never believe I don't, and they'll kill me, and even if they don't, without water the crops won't grow and, and--”

	The words came in a torrent. More followed, but they were nothing but a mangle of bawling sobs. Mind clouded by desperation and eyes clouded by tears, she charged into the darkness. She didn't know what she was hoping to achieve with the act. All she knew was that her life, which by rights should have ended by now, was hopelessly out of control, and somewhere in the darkness was a beast that had to answer for it.

	Her bare feet pounded against the cool floor for a few steps until, without warning, the floor was no longer there to meet her. Jade tumbled forward onto what turned out to be a sudden, steep slope. She crashed and flailed painfully along the incline until it turned sharply to level ground once more. The young girl's head struck the floor with the full force of the fall.

	Red and white sparks filled her vision. She slipped to the very edge of consciousness. There was pain, but it was far away. Though she could not see, she felt that the whole of the cave was spinning wildly. The world faded in and out around her, as though everything was happening on the other side of thick curtains. Was she moving? Was something echoing? She had neither the wits to know nor the will to find out.

	 


Chapter 3

	When the daze came to an end, it did so slowly. She became aware of a flickering yellow light and a faint crackling noise. A fire? The ground beneath her was not cold and hard. It wasn't ground at all. It felt almost like . . . cloth? When she tried to turn her head to see, the world seemed to whip around her so violently she held onto the mysterious bedding for fear of being thrown free.

	When the bout of dizziness died down, she opened her eyes. What slowly came into focus was a pair of massive, amber-gold eyes. Now the emotion was clear, even to Jade's impaired mind. This creature was concerned.

	The dragon was standing over her, not so much staring into her eyes as analyzing them.

	“Speak,” the beast demanded.

	“Where am I?” Jade asked muzzily.

	The dragon stalked quickly away, anger replacing the worry in its voice and features.

	“What sort of a fool are you, charging into a dark cave. You could have been killed,” grumbled the beast, as it set about a task beyond the range upon which Jade's eyes were currently willing to focus.

	She eased herself up and tried to look about again, this time slowly. Her head felt two sizes too big, every motion threatening to topple her over. The dim light was coming from a weak fire in the corner of what looked to be a high-roofed chamber within the cave. From the darkness came the dragon, still muttering, with something clutched between its teeth.

	“Where am I?” she asked again, trying to stand.

	Almost immediately, she lost her balance. The dragon's tail snaked around her before she could hit the ground. It placed her back upon the pile of rags that had served as a bed.

	“Sit!” the beast ordered through clenched teeth.

	 It lowered the bucket it was carrying before her.

	 “Drink.”

	Jade looked down. It was a large wooden bucket with a tin dipper. Her eyes widened. It was filled with water. She began to drink almost frantically. The precious liquid ran down her face and soaked her shirt as she desperately scooped it up. Her parched throat and cracked lips fairly sang with relief. The water had an inky and stagnant taste, but she didn't care. Jade drank until her stomach felt like it would burst, and when she couldn't swallow another drop she ladled the water over her head to feel the coolness trickle down her back.

	When the bucket was empty, Jade paused for a moment. The combined effects of the blow to the head and the profound sense of relief from finally quenching her thirst was a potent one. For a time she simply sat, feeling the life return to her dehydrated body.

	Gradually the facts of the current predicament began to trickle into her mind. Her vision had cleared enough to take in the sparse contents of the cavern. Here and there were scatterings of items. There didn't seem to be any rhyme or reason to them. Some piles seemed to be clothes and bags. Others were pots and pans. All seemed to be originally from chests, which were now splayed open and splintered. It made the cave look more like a field left behind by a traveling market than the home of a monster. Near the center was a handful of gold trinkets and coins mounded carefully. It was all very curious, and Jade's young and addled mind struggled to cope, but all she had learned thus far was that was little more demanding of one's attention than the presence of a dragon.

	The beast was sitting beside the tiny pile of valuables, tail curled in front of it in a vaguely protective manner. Its eyes were locked on Jade. The stare was almost painfully intense, and unshakable. It made her feel small and helpless, like a cornered rabbit cowering from a wolf. Almost worse was the silence. Something as massive and deadly as a dragon ought to make a noise, even when standing still. Clearing a throat that was not dry for the first time in weeks, she spoke.

	“Th-thank you for the water,” she managed.

	“You needed water,” the dragon rumbled, as though somehow that was all that needed to be said.

	“My people need water, too.”

	“Then they should get it.”

	“If . . . If you would bring back the rain . . .”

	The cavern echoed with a deep growl.

	“I'll do whatever you want me to. You said you were a-ppeased, but you aren't bringing back the rain, so you must not be.”

	The thumping growl continued to rumble.

	“What would it take to a-ppease you?”

	“Do you even know what that word means?”

	“I . . . Uh . . . At first I thought it meant 'get eaten by' . . .”

	“It means they want you to give me what I want so I won't be angry anymore.”

	“So . . . it does mean 'get eaten by'?”

	“Why would I want to eat a little girl?”

	“I don't know! You're a dragon! It's what dragons do! They come to towns and scare everybody, an' they capture maidens an' fight knights an', an' . . . an' cause droughts!” she raved, climbing to her feet again.

	The voice of self-preservation within Jade gently suggested that screaming at a dragon was not a wise thing to do. Unfortunately, it was lost in the tangle of her mind. She was tired, she was hungry, her head was throbbing, and she was being asked questions she didn't know how to answer. The little girl was at the very end of her wits, and the dragon was the only one she could vent to, so it was going to get an earful.

	“Why are you doing this? What did we ever do to you? It is bad enough that you take away the rain and keep it all for yourself,” she cried, kicking the bucket away, “but then when we try to give you what you want, you won't take it! You roar and growl at me, then when I fall and get hurt, you bring me here and give me a drink!? Why? What is wrong with you!? What do you want!?”

	“I want you to go back to your family and--”

	“My family is dead!” she shrieked.

	The sharp tone and sharper glare were enough to give even the dragon pause for a moment. Tears of anger and sadness trickled slowly down her cheeks.

	“Your foster parents, then, and--”

	“They aren't my foster parents. They only take care of me so they can use my family's land,” she said coldly.

	“You have no family?” the dragon asked.

	“My brothers and sister and both of my parents died in a fire,” said Jade, sniffling and attempting to stand tall, “so if you were sparing me to be nice, don't. There's no one left to cry when I'm gone.”

	“I am not going to kill you,” the dragon rumbled, “and I cannot stop the drought.”

	“What do you mean you can't? You started it!”

	“I have nothing to do with this drought.”

	“Don't lie--you have water and we don't! Where would you get water in a drought if you couldn't stop and start it whenever you want?”

	“We are in a cave, deep underground. Dig deep enough and you often find water. Deepen your wells, or dig a new one.”

	“I . . . No! No, they wouldn't send me here to die if they weren't sure. They wouldn't sacrifice me unless they'd tried everything else!” Jade objected.

	Even as the words left her mouth, she knew that they were false. The last of the water had only been gone for a few days before she had been thrown to the dragon. This hadn't been the last resort--it had been the first. Her eyes slowly lowered as the realization swept in.

	“Your people were sure. It isn't the same as being correct.”

	She did not reply.

	“Go back to them.”

	“I can't go back. They think I'm a witch, remember? There is no way that I could convince them you let me go. Unless . . . could you come with me? Could you tell them about letting me go, and about the drought and the wells?” she asked weakly.

	“No.”

	“No . . . I guess it wouldn't have worked anyway. If they won't listen to me, why would they listen to you? And I don't want to go back, even if they would take me.”

	“You must.”

	“Why?”

	“You need someone to take care of you.”

	“They threw me to you! They don't care about me. The only one who seems to care about me is . . . you.”

	The dragon seemed to stiffen at the words.

	“Why? Why spare me? Why help me when I fell?”

	“It doesn't matter. If you will not allow the people of this village to care for you, then we will find another.”

	“No!” she said, stomping her foot. “This is your fault! If you didn't show up, they wouldn't have blamed you, and then they wouldn't have tried to sacrifice me. Besides, they all knew me, and they were still willing to throw me in this cave. Strangers would be even worse. I've met a lot of people, and right now I don't like any of them. I've only met one dragon, and you've treated me much better than them.”

	“No,” the beast growled.

	“Why not? Why do you care?”

	The silence fairly burned with the intensity of the beast's frustration.

	“What is your name?”

	“Jade.”

	“All of it.”

	“Jade Vera Rinton.”

	The dragon looked her in the eye and slowly approached her. When its snout was near enough to touch her head, the creature inhaled, long and deep. When it was through, it opened its eyes again. They gleamed with certainty. Wordlessly, her bizarre host returned to his meager hoard and sat again.

	“You must be made safe.”

	“Why!?” the little girl cried impatiently.

	“Because you are important. And because it is my purpose.”

	“I'm important?”

	“Yes. Stay here. You need to eat,” the dragon decided.

	With that, the beast was gone. The speed at which the creature moved left Jade blinking. It was just a flurry of legs and wings, then nothing but the sound of retreating footsteps in the darkness.

	Jade rubbed her stomach absentmindedly. She was hungry, though she wasn't sure how the dragon knew. Now alone, she had nothing to do but explore what little of the beast's den the light revealed. One of the bags had clearly been a merchant's wares. Inside were various bits of clothing, among them a pair of boots. They were nearly twice her size, but she put them on anyway, and tied them as best she could. Being in a dragon's den was bad enough, but being barefoot in a dragon's den seemed somehow worse. Once thus outfitted, she clomped over to the fire and tossed a few more shreds of broken chest onto it. Finally, she couldn't find anything to keep her from the room's center, where the tiny mound of gold sat.

	It had not seemed like much beside the dragon, but the two heaping handfuls of coins and assorted gold trinkets was by far the most money she'd seen in one place. She was still marveling at it when the beast arrived, clutching an entire stag.

	“Get away from there!” It barked.

	Jade stumbled backward. The dragon nudged its kill toward her.

	“Eat.”

	Jade looked at the still-cooling prey.

	“I can't eat a whole deer.”

	“Then eat some of it.”

	“Could you cut it for me?”

	The dragon looked to its prize, then to the girl. With a grunt of rising annoyance, it set to work butchering the deer. It was a fairly delicate task for a dragon's claws. Jade looked away quickly and tried to ignore the gruesome sounds of her host at work.

	“Do . . . do you have a name?” she asked, eyes still averted.

	“Halfax,” rumbled the beast, in a slurred manner that implied its mouth was involved in its current task.

	“Ha'fax.” she said.

	“Hal-fax,” it repeated, stopping briefly to glare at the back of her head.

	“Hal Fax,” she tried again. When no correction came, she continued. “And Hal, you are a . . . boy, right? A boy dragon?”

	“Yes,” he said, the statement punctuated with a deliberate snap of bone.

	“W-where did all of these chests come from?” she asked.

	“I stole them.”

	“Did . . . did you kill people for them?”

	“No. Here.”

	A piece of meat dropped onto the ground beside her, a good deal larger than she needed, and a good deal sloppier than a butcher would have provided. Another little girl might have been horrified by the sight, but Jade had grown up on a farm in very hard times. She knew how her meals were made.

	“Eat,” he ordered.

	“I need it cooked.”

	“You don't need it cooked.”

	“Uh-huh. I'll get sick if I eat raw meat.”

	“You will?” the dragon asked, brow furrowed.

	Jade nodded vigorously.

	“I don't know how to do that.”

	“I can do it!” Jade said, running to one of the mounds where she'd seen pots and pan. “Mommy lets me . . . Let me help her sometimes.”

	She hauled a massive iron pot from the pile and dragged it over to the meat. Once the formidable piece of venison was inside, no amount of tugging would move the pot.

	“Um, could you put this on the fire?” she asked.

	The beast reached out and clutched the small cauldron. It was like a toy ball in his hand-like paw. He dropped it on the flames.

	“Now we wait until the pot heats up, and then--”

	She was interrupted when Halfax launched a tongue of flame at the pot. Instantly, the black iron was sizzling hot.

	Jade swallowed hard.

	“Now what?” he asked.

	“We wait until it is done.”

	“How long?”

	Jade shrugged, adding, “'Til it's done.”

	“And you need to do this every time you eat?”

	“Yes.”

	Halfax made an increasingly familiar grumble of frustration.

	“Hal. Why did you--”

	“Halfax.”

	“You mean Fax isn't your family name?”

	“I have no family name.”

	“Oh. Well, can I call you Hal? For short?”

	“Very well.”

	“Why did you steal all of these chests, Hal?”

	“For gold,” the creature replied, curling his tail about the mound once more.

	“Why do you want gold?”

	“Because I must have it.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I must.”

	“But why must you?”

	“I simply must. I do not feel at ease unless I have some.”

	“Why not?”

	“Why do you ask so many questions?”

	“I'm curious.”

	“And why is that?”

	Jade shrugged.

	“It is for the same reason that I seek gold. It is what we are.”

	Jade seemed satisfied with this answer. The merciful silence did not last long.

	“Do you think it will rain soon?” she asked.

	“I do not know.”

	“Do you think the villagers will figure out about the wells? Or about the water in here?”

	“They tried to solve the problem of a drought by feeding a little girl to a dragon. I very much doubt they will find the proper solution on their own.”

	“Do you think they'll starve or dry up before it rains?”

	“I don't care.”

	“Well, I do. Just because they're mean and stupid doesn't mean I want them to die.”

	“You can go back to them,” he began hopefully, “and tell--”

	“No!” she interrupted. “Think of something else.”

	The dragon glared at Jade once again. She stared back, unflinching.

	“Can anyone in your village read?”

	“I think the preacher can.”

	“Can you write?”

	Jade shook her head.

	“Find something to write on.”

	A bit of digging eventually turned up a shingle of wood that bore a carving of an anvil on one side and nothing on the other. Evidently one of the stolen chests had belonged to a blacksmith. She scurried back to the dragon, who was scratching something into the cave floor.

	“You know how to write?” she said, astonished.

	“Yes.”

	He reached into the flames and pulled a sliver of charred wood.

	“Here. Copy these shapes.”

	Jade carefully traced out the shapes as she saw them. Many times the beast had to correct her. While she was very good at scratching the correct letter on the plank with the charred wood, the importance of things like order and orientation eluded her. With some coaching, and quite a bit of wiping away mistakes, by the time the meat had finished cooking, she'd managed to render a mostly legible message.

	When she was through, she had Halfax pull the meal from the fire. No amount of searching among the scattered goods in the cave turned up anything resembling dinnerware. Instead, the blacksmith's pile revealed a knife and a half-completed buckler, which, in a pinch, could serve as a plate. With some difficulty, she managed to hack off a piece of the inexpertly prepared meal that was small enough to chew. The roast managed to be nearly burnt on the outside and nearly raw on the inside. It was, however, edible, and there was a lot of it. For Jade, who hadn't eaten her fill in weeks, it was a banquet.

	“What does it say?” she asked, gnawing at a charred chunk of venison.

	“Dig deep for water or look in cave,” he replied.

	“That's it? All of that writing for that?” she said, eying the crude letter doubtfully. “Well, now what?”

	“I will leave it in the town.”

	“But what if they come to the cave for water?”

	“We will not be here. Tonight we leave.”

	“Why?”

	“Because once I enter the town, things will become difficult for me. And because we need to find someplace with people willing to take care of you. For now, you sleep.”

	Jade ate her fill and curled up on the pile of rags, falling asleep with a full stomach for the first time in what seemed like an eternity. She slept soundly until she was awakened by an odd jingling sound. She opened her eyes to a curious sight. Halfax had his head hanging over the tiny pile of gold, his tongue deftly flicking the coins and trinkets into his mouth.

	“Why are you eating your gold?” she asked with a giggle.

	“I am carrying it in my mouth,” he slurred.

	“Wouldn't a bag be easier?”

	“I would need to carry the bag in my mouth. Take what you need, but only what you can carry. We are leaving.”

	“Only what I can carry? Aren't you going to help?”

	“No. I am a guardian, not a servant.”

	“Okay,” Jade said sulkily.

	She found a smaller pan, an oversized robe, and a pair of bags. Stuffing the buckler-turned-plate, the knife, and the pan into one bag, she walked up to Halfax. As he managed to flick the last coin into his mouth, she held the second bag open.

	“Spit,” she said.

	“What?” he said, the sound garbled.

	“Spit the gold in the bag. I'll carry it for you.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you're my friend.”

	After a long, measuring stare, he opened his mouth. The coins and jewelry, along with a fair amount of drool, spilled into the bag.

	“Ew.” Jade grimaced.

	Then she snatched up the cold remains of the roast and ate it, along with some more of the cave spring's water. As she did, she spotted a heavily-used oil lantern among the debris and lit it from the flames, singeing her fingers in the process. She cooled her hand in the bucket of water. A thought occurred to her.

	“What are we going to do for water?” she asked.

	“We will find it along the way.”

	“Okay,” she said, dropping the dipper into her bag.

	The small bag of gold and large bag of supplies strapped to her back, combined with the oversized clothes and the dangling lantern, made Jade look as though one of the mounds of random goods had decided to get up and walk away. Halfax padded slowly along the twisting passages of the cave, careful not to let the little girl fall behind. Even so, Jade had to hurry to keep up. The light of the lantern didn't cut far into the darkness of the cave, and the last thing that she wanted was to be left behind.

	It was the dead of night when they left the cave. The dragon led the way to the nearest forest, and the pair walked just out of sight of the roadside away from Jade's town and toward the next. The trip took most of the night, but when they were as near to the place as Halfax dared to go, he turned to Jade.

	“Go inside and find someone to take care of you,” he ordered.

	“But I've never been to this town. I don't even know what it is called,” Jade objected.

	“There are humans here. They will take care of you.”

	“But--”

	“Go!” he growled.

	Jade reluctantly trudged into town while Halfax waited and watched. Until the sun rose, the little girl simply sat in the city square and waited. As day came and the people began to go about their daily lives, the square became active. Few of the people spoke to Jade. Indeed, most seemed not to notice her. Those who did spoke only briefly. The day wore on with the most significant interaction being a kindly old woman who gave Jade a sweet bun. When the sun began to set, Jade trudged back to the forest.

	“What happened?”

	“Nothing! People didn't pay any attention to me!”

	“Did you tell them you needed a home?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Why didn't they help you?”

	“People don't want another thing to worry about.” Jade shrugged, then added, “I'm tired and hungry and thirsty.”

	Growling quietly, Halfax tracked down a meal and a source of water. Over the next few days, the process repeated itself. They would travel as far as they could, making their way from cover to cover in the night. When they reached a town, Jade would enter. Invariably, she returned to Halfax at night exhausted, hungry, and ignored. Some people were friendly. Some were even concerned, offering to help her find her lost family. When told that she had none and that she needed a home, most would do little more than offer encouragement and empathy.

	When they reached a third city, a young man showed a sudden and dedicated interest in her, even taking her to a tavern for a meal. Halfax was hopeful that she had finally found a caregiver . . . until she came running back to him in tears at nightfall, the bag of gold taken. By the time she awoke in the morning, the bag was by her side again.

	“How did you get the gold back?” she asked as she finished a meal.

	“Never mind,” Halfax grumbled. “This way. There is another village to the--”

	“No!” she objected. “No, no, no, no!”

	Halfax simply marched on.

	“I'm not going any farther. No one is going to take a little girl by herself. We could go to any village you want. Maybe one of them will put me in an orphanage. And I don't wanna go in an orphanage.”

	“You are an orphan. You belong in an orphanage.”

	“I. Don't. Wanna,” she said firmly.

	“They will be able to care for you.”

	“And you can't? I'm not hungry and I'm not thirsty. That's better than my last home.”

	“You cannot live in a field or a cave.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because you are a little girl.”

	“Then buy a house. You have gold. Plenty of it.”

	“I cannot live in a house, and I cannot be your caretaker.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because I am a dragon.”

	“So what? Who made these rules? An' who says we need to follow them? Why do we have to do things just because you are what you are and I am what I am? You're a big scary dragon! You don't need to follow rules! And you've taken care of me better than anyone but my parents. You are my friend, Hal! I know you and I trust you. Why would you want me to be with strangers?”

	“Because they--”

	“No! I don't care! I'm going with you. You just pick a place and that's where we live. And if you try to leave me somewhere, I'll run away and find you, because I wanna stay with you and that's that,” she declared, stomping her foot and crossing her arms.

	Halfax clenched his claws deep into the ground, narrowed his eyes, and glared at the little girl. She returned his gaze without a flinch. The stare-down continued for some time before, finally, Halfax released a hissing sigh.

	“There is a tower I passed on the way here. It looked like it had been empty for some time. We may be able to go there.”

	“Really!?” she squealed in delight.

	“It will be a long journey.”

	“Don't care.”

	“You will be alone there.”

	“I'll have you.”

	“It is far to the north, very cold.”

	“North is this way, right?” she asked, hurrying off.

	With a second, more defeated sigh, Halfax lumbered off behind her.

	“It is my purpose to see that you are safe. This journey is dangerous. I need to know that you can make it by yourself. If something happens to me, I need to know that you can find your own way to someplace safe. So if you ever need me to carry you, even for a moment, I will carry you to the nearest city and you will not leave until you find someone. Do you understand?”

	“I don't need your help. Let's go!”

	 


Chapter 4

	And so the pair began their journey. Jade was unfailingly cheerful and upbeat now that Halfax was no longer sending her away. When a town was near, they traveled at night. When far from society, they almost never stopped moving, pausing just once each day to hunt down and prepare a meal and sleep.

	For the dragon, the journey was horribly slow. For Jade, it was brisk and tiring, but not once did she complain. She merely walked, a smile on her face, and happily provided a nearly unbroken flow of words, most of which washed over Halfax without acknowledgment or reply. Nights were spent in the shelter of thick trees.

	After three days, dark clouds began to form and the drought came to a sudden end. The skies opened, dumping sheets of rain onto the thirsty ground.

	At first, Jade was overjoyed, frolicking in the downpour. The novelty quickly wore thin, however, and had she not been in the company of the dragon, the night would have been a difficult one. But the wet wood was hardly a problem when the dragon could use his fiery breath to start the camp fire, and a single raised wing was as good as a tent to keep the rain from her head. When the rain let up, they continued on, but the heavy clouds made the night black as pitch. The little girl lit her lantern, but it was not long before its reservoir ran low. Jade tapped nervously at the lamp as the flame flickered out on the dry wick.

	“We . . . uh . . . we need to stop in the next town,” Jade said shakily.

	“We are heading into the mountains. No more towns.”

	“Then we need to go back. We need oil for the lamp.”

	“There is a moon, there are stars. Plenty of light.”

	“They're behind clouds!”

	“Plenty of light,” he repeated firmly.

	“Not for me. I can barely see anything.”

	“You don't need to see anything. I will lead the way. Just stay close.”

	“But what if there are things out there? Monsters!”

	“I am a bigger monster than anything the darkness might hide.”

	Jade paused at an imagined sound in the bushes, then scurried to catch up to Halfax. She grabbed the tip of his tail and gripped it anxiously. He tensed at her touch and stopped walking.

	“What are you doing?” he asked without looking.

	“I'm holding your tail,” she said, squeezing it tighter as something scampered across the ground nearby.

	“Why?”

	“'Cause I don't want to lose you in the dark . . . An' it makes me feel better.”

	“Very well,” he said finally.

	For the rest of that night's travel, Jade continued to hold the dragon's tail as one might hold the hand of a big brother. Halfax had to walk in an awkward, deliberate gait to keep from waving his tail about and tugging it from her grip, but the little girl didn't seem to notice. She merely continued on, gratefully clutching the tail and keeping her eye on the darkness.

	Within another day, the two had made it well into the mountains. The travel had been slow before, but now it was getting slower by the hour. Even on level ground, it took ten of the girl's strides to match one of the dragon's. Now that the mountainside was getting steeper, the beast was often left waiting for minutes while Jade struggled to pull herself up the rocky slope. When she reached the first level patch in what seemed like ages, the girl sat on the ground and fought to catch her breath.

	“I just . . . I need to . . . I can't . . . catch my breath,” she wheezed.

	The dragon watched her as she slowly recovered. When her breathing was almost normal, she struggled to her feet, ready to move on. The young girl raised her eyes to find Halfax crouching and leaning his shoulder low.

	“What are you--”

	“Get on my back,” he ordered.

	“No!” she objected, trying to shove him angrily. She only succeeded in pushing herself back. “I told you I can do it by myself!”

	“I am not going to take you back to a town.”

	“You said you would . . .”

	“I am saying different now.”

	“You promise? You promise not to take me back?”

	“Yes.”

	“Say it. Say 'I promise to take care of you forever.'”

	Halfax stood and turned, placing his face inches from her own.

	“I promise to take care of you . . . forever,” he said.

	Jade stepped forward and wrapped the dragon's neck in a tight hug.

	“Thank you,” she whispered.

	The dragon shuddered uneasily at the gesture of affection.

	“Yes . . . you are . . . we should hurry. We've wasted enough time,” he stuttered when the embrace lingered.

	Climbing atop the beast proved awkward. It took a boost from Halfax's tail before she finally managed to take a seat at the base of his neck. As smoothly as he could, the dragon rose. Jade's frantic grip on his neck suggested it hadn't been quite smooth enough.

	“Easy. Go slow,” she urged.

	Even at the barely walking pace that Halfax maintained at Jade's behest, the journey became a much swifter one. Icy patches were no match for the dragon's claws, and steep slopes meant little. Before long, the initial jolt of fear had worn off and Jade began to enjoy herself.

	“You can go a little faster, if you want,” she said.

	His pace quickened to a trot. The gray mountainside slipping effortlessly below them, the steady rhythm of the trot, the breeze in her hair, they all combined into something Jade hadn't expected. It was . . . fun.

	“Faster,” she said tentatively.

	Halfax quickened his pace to a slow run. The landscape was rushing by now. Gullies that Jade would have had to find a way around passed below them with one powerful leap. She had never traveled this fast in her life. Her little hands held tight to the scales of his back in fear of being thrown free. It was terrifying. At the same time, though, it was thrilling. She was charging across the mountaintops on the back of a wild dragon!

	“Faster, faster, faster!” she squealed.

	Soon the beast was sprinting. Great, bounding strides covered in seconds what had previously taken minutes. Jade gasped with exhilaration, and by the time Halfax slowed, half of a mountain was behind them and her heart was racing as fast as his.

	#

	By the end of the following day, they had reached their goal. Jade's eyes widened as their destination revealed itself. It was certainly a breathtaking sight. The building--and, indeed, the whole of the clearing that it occupied--seemed to be experiencing entirely the wrong season. In the center of an icy gray forest, there was a bed of emerald green grass and a tree that bore juicy ripe apples. Along one edge, a stream flowed out from under a shell of ice, threaded a curving path through the clearing, and slipped back into the snow.

	Though the setting was astounding, to the average adult the building itself wouldn't seem like anything special. It was little more than a humble wood cottage wrapped around the base of a precarious stone tower perhaps three stories tall. A large wooden shack extended from one side to form what had been formerly used as a stable, and the front door was splintered and broken. Nothing remarkable.

	Jade, though, had grown up in a small farming village. She'd only seen a building half as tall a handful of times, so even the dilapidated stone spire was an object of wonder for her. Neither the spring clearing nor the stone tower was the first thing on her mind, however. No, to her the most important thing was . . .

	“A wizard really lived here?” she piped, scrambling from the dragon's back and running up to it.

	“Several, over the centuries.”

	“Who defeated them?” she asked.

	“Defeated them?”

	“Yeah! It must have been a great hero. Maybe Desmeres!”

	She spoke of Desmeres Lumineblade, by far the most popular and enduring folk hero of the north. His story was one of two histories of a very turbulent time, and had become the generally accepted one. This was largely due to the fact that literacy and academics had fallen out of favor, and his was considerably shorter and easier to remember. The fact that it seldom bore any more than a passing resemblance to the truth was largely beside the point.

	“Why would Desmeres have had to defeat them?” Halfax asked, surveying the structure for any dangers.

	“Because he was a hero, and that's what heroes do! They kill wizards and dr--and other things,” she said. “Look, an apple tree!”

	Jade threw down her bags and scurried to the edge of the clearing where the tree stood, its branches heavy with fruit. After a few failed attempts at climbing, Jade looked imploringly to Halfax. He butted the lowest branch and down tumbled a handful of the apples. She eagerly scooped them up and bit juicily into one.

	“It's a Myranda,” she said sloppily. “My dad used to grow these.”

	She turned to toss the dragon one, but Halfax was busy investigating the tower.

	“What are you doing?” she asked.

	“Wizards protect their towers.”

	“With magic?”

	“Yes.”

	“Can you find it just by searching?”

	“You cannot find it without searching.”

	After scrutinizing every inch of the structure he could reach, all while the little girl noisily worked her way through two more apples, Halfax could find no sign of danger. He turned to Jade, but his mouth hadn't yet opened to give permission by the time she had dashed inside.

	“Be careful!” Halfax urged.

	“There's all sorts of stuff in here. Tables, chairs! Oh, look, a big fireplace. Everything is dusty though.” She coughed.

	Her voice and footsteps darted this way and that inside of her new home as she excitedly cataloged the contents. Soon she was spiraling up the stairs, peering out through missing bricks, until she reached the single room at the top.

	“There is a great big bed up here! Here, shake this out!” she called, hurling a set of bedding out the window.

	The dust-covered blankets managed to land squarely on the dragon's face. By the time he shook them free, Jade was outside again. She snatched up the bag of gold and hurried to the doors of the tiny stable.

	“Come on!” she piped, tugging them open.

	Halfax plodded over and peered inside.

	“Look! You can sleep here! It is big enough, and there is a door right there that leads into the house and everything. I'll get it set up for you!” Jade trilled.

	She dumped the meager handful of gold onto the ground in the center of the stable and crouched to carefully arrange it.

	Halfax looked over the decrepit structure. It was completely bare; not even a scrap of rotten hay littered the floor. Whatever innate fear the looters may have had of a wizard's tower clearly did not protect this place. He turned back to the little girl. Jade looked up, the pile of gold at her feet now neatly stacked, and smiled expectantly at Halfax. He heaved a sigh.

	In a series of slow, awkward maneuvers that took the better part of five minutes, the creature managed to squeeze into the stable. He filled it to capacity, so much so that he wasn't so much laying in it as he was wearing it. When he finally finished situating himself, he managed to twist his head to face the little girl. She was standing in the doorway, a smile lighting up her face.

	“See? Perfect!”

	#

	Over the course of the next few days, Jade set about preparing the tower. With Halfax's help, she washed her bedding, cleaned up clutter, set out pots and pans. Slowly, the abandoned place began to change. There was life in it now. It was by no means a mansion; in fact, it was little more than a pair of large rooms around the base of the tower.

	One room was an all-purpose sort, playing the role of entryway, dining room, workshop, and clearly anything else the former resident had in mind. It had a fireplace at one side, a long table with two chairs, and very little else. It was the sort of room one might imagine would be assembled by a man who lived alone and preferred it that way, built simply and sparingly.

	One door led to the outside, another to the stable, a third to the kitchen. A closet with no apparent knob stood on one wall, and opposite was a stone arch that led to the tower. A staircase that seemed to be perpetually on the brink of collapse spiraled up to a room that looked to have been emptied in a hurry. There was a bed, another table, and a ring of dusty, vacant shelves covering every wall. Boxes, chests, and cabinets were everywhere, and all completely bare. It almost would have looked ransacked, save for the fact that looters were never so gentle.

	At the moment, the little girl stood in the kitchen. Her eyes took in a simple sight, just a stove with food cooking atop it. She marveled as though it were a celestial event. There was a roof over her head again, food in the cupboard, a bed to sleep in. She'd had all of that when she was with the Drudders, but here there was something else.

	Jade walked into the fresh spring air and peered into the wintery forest that surrounded her. Halfax was among the trees, eyes ever vigilant. He turned to her briefly, and she smiled. Here she had something she'd lacked with the Drudders. Here she had someone who cared about her. That made this place something she hadn't had since the fire took her family. That made this place her home.

	#

	Jade had taken to sleeping in the tower. It was the only place that had a bed and she had no way to move it. It was a nice enough place to sleep, though. Three windows, the only parts of the wall not covered with empty shelves, let in plenty of light and fresh air. Thanks to the perpetual spring weather, she seldom needed more than a single blanket. There was only one real problem. A lifetime of waking in a room filled with family--be it her own sisters or her foster brothers--made nights without the sounds of others feel horribly empty. Sleep came slowly, and when it did come, all too often it brought terrible things. Things she wished with all of her heart she could forget.

	Her eyes shot open from just such a dream, the images still stinging her mind. Try as she might, she could not shake them away, and she dare not try to sleep again with them in her head. If she did, she might return to the same terrible, terrible dream. Finally she pulled herself from bed, grabbed the blanket, and trudged to the stairs.

	“Hal?” came Jade's voice meekly.

	The dragon's eyes slid open, locked onto her. As far as Jade could tell, Halfax never slept at all. The faintest noise drew his instant and dedicated attention. Now his eyes fell upon the little girl, standing in the doorway of his cramped quarters and dragging her blanket.

	“Tell me what is wrong,” he commanded. When there was even the slightest hint of trouble, the beast did not ask questions, he demanded information.

	“I had a bad dream,” she whimpered.

	“Oh. Good,” he said, eyes closing once more.

	“It's not good!” she objected, hurt.

	“It is good, because dreams cannot hurt you. Go to sleep.”

	“Can I sleep in here with you?” she asked, a tremor in her voice.

	“Why?”

	“It would make me feel better.”

	“But why? There is nothing to be afraid of. It wasn't real.”

	“You know . . . you know how there are some things you don't understand about me . . . because I don't understand them about me?”

	“Yes.”

	“This is one of those things.”

	“There isn't any room here,” he objected.

	Jade quietly climbed into the stable, crawling onto Halfax and nestling herself between his folded claws and the curve of his neck. The dragon held perfectly still. He wanted to object, to send her away. This wasn't the role he was meant to play. But . . . the very moment she rested her head upon him, he could feel the fear in her drop away. He knew fear. He could smell it, hear it in the beat of a heart. Predators were sensitive to it, trained to detect it, to seek it out. She'd been terrified, but now the anxiety was nearly gone.

	For a time, it seemed that she would sleep, but before long she began to stir. She tossed and turned, fidgeting under her blanket.

	“I can't sleep,” she mumbled.

	“Try.”

	“I am, but I can't. Tell me a story,” she said.

	“I don't know any stories.”

	“You must know stories. What did your mother tell you when you couldn't sleep?”

	“I never had trouble sleeping.”

	“Well, you must know some stories. You're a dragon. You're old. And knights fight you and things,” She yawned.

	Halfax heaved a long sigh that drifted into a faint, frustrated growl.

	“Whoa . . .” Jade said, her voice thumping with the rumbling sound. “Your whole body shakes when you do that. Why are you doing that? Are you--”

	“Just go to sleep,” he grumbled sharply.

	After a startled silence, “Okay,” was the meek reply.

	Again a few silent, still moments passed, and Halfax desperately hoped she'd drifted off. Then came a sniffle and the soft sound of gentle weeping.

	“Are you crying?” he groaned.

	“No,” she managed between whimpers.

	“Yes you are.”

	“Yeah.”

	“I didn't yell at you. That wasn't yelling,” he defended.

	“Yeah, it was . . . But that's not why I'm crying.”

	“Then why?”

	“I miss my family,” she sobbed.

	“I told you that you were better off in the city with--”

	“Not them!” she shouted angrily. “My real family. When I had a bad dream, Daddy would hold me and Mommy would tell me a story and I knew everything would be fine . . . But--but everything wasn't fine! They died . . . and . . . I'll never see them again. Why did I live and they die?”

	She buried her face in the blanket against the dragon's neck and cried. Halfax could do nothing but listen. He simply did not know what he was supposed to do. This tiny thing, curled up against him, was so fragile. Such a fragile body, certainly, but diligence and care was all that was needed to protect a body. Her emotions were just as fragile, and he had nothing for them. It simply had never been expected of him, and he'd never imagined it would be. He felt helpless, lost. Finally, a thought crept to his mind.

	“Do you want to know why you lived?”

	“You know?”

	With effort, Halfax managed to fetch a coin from his hoard.

	“Flip this with your left hand and tell me how it lands.”

	She took the coin and flipped it in the air.

	“It landed face-up.”

	“Flip it again, and again. As many times as you like. It always will.”

	Sure enough, half a dozen tries ended with the coin facing her each time.

	“How did you know it would do that?”

	“Because you are lucky. Because fate has great things in store for you.”

	“Lucky? But . . . but my family died. I was thrown out of my town!”

	“You survived the fire, and you were thrown to the one creature dedicated to your protection. Your bloodline runs thick with luck. Sometimes impossibly bad. In your case, impossibly good. The flip of the coin is one of the signs. Heads for good luck, tails for bad.”

	“How do you know?”

	“My mother. She did tell me one story,” he said.

	“She did?” Jade sniffed.

	“Yes. But it is a very long story . . .”

	“That's okay. You can finish it tomorrow, or the day after.”

	“And it happened a very long time ago.”

	“Then it really happened?” she asked, fascination pushing fear and sadness aside for a moment. “Tell me!”

	 Jade sniffed and cuddled closer, wrapping the blanket tightly around her.

	“Many years ago before you, or I, or even my mother was born, there was a woman. Her name was Myranda . . .”

	#

	The tale was indeed a long one. It was a story of heroes and heroism, of a great war and the trying times that followed, a story familiar to Jade and yet so new. There were familiar names, like Desmeres, but the roles were different. Names she knew as great men were sinister or unscrupulous. Creatures she thought were monsters were selfless defenders.

	Halfax was not a storyteller, and it showed. He spoke of his mother, Myn, and the adventures of she and her friends. He called them "the Chosen," and spoke of deeds great and small, but he told it as a spy might deliver a briefing. Simple, efficient accounts of events. There was little flavor or life to the words, but that made little difference to Jade. She stopped him often, urging him for details and descriptions, and painted the scenes in her mind.

	When she slept, the events sprang to life, easily forcing aside the bleak dreams of old.

	He continued the tale for weeks, reciting it every night until she fell asleep. When it was through, she urged him to begin again. And so he did--and as he did, the story evolved. He remembered her pleas for detail, and with each telling he included all she had asked for during the last. The tale would swell with each pass until it was dripping with detail and teeming with adventure. And even so, each time it ended, there came the same request.

	“Tell me more!” Jade piped.

	“There is no more to tell,” Halfax grumbled.

	“Sure there is. You said that your mother was Myn, the red dragon from the story, right?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, what happened to her after?”

	Halfax sighed.

	 “She found a mate.”

	“Your dad?”

	“Yes.”

	“What was he like?”

	“He was a green dragon.”

	“Was he brave and smart like Myn?”

	“He was strong. And loyal.”

	“Did you have any brothers and sisters?”

	“Yes.”

	“What were their names? What happened to them?”

	“Like me, they were given a line of Chosen to protect. Windsor was my brother, and he watched over the Lumineblade line, the line of Desmeres. Thorn was another brother, and he watched over the Chosen named Ether. Roka was my sister, she watched over the Chosen named Ivy. I was the youngest, and I watched over Myranda's line. Your line.”

	“Where are they now?”

	“Gone.”

	“All of them? How?”

	“The world changed. Dragons slipped from their brief place of respect and grew again to be feared. Men destroy those things they fear.”

	“That's so sad.”

	“It is the way of things.”

	“It shouldn't be.”

	 She thought for a moment.

	 “You've been following my family for a very long time?”

	“I have.”

	“What happened to them? To the ones before me?”

	“Most that I guarded lived long lives. I could only protect one small branch, the strongest I could find, but in the years that I stood guard, only one died by the hand of another before he could continue the line. His death severed the line, and sent me looking for you.”

	“Who was he?”

	“He was a man named Conner Celeste. Someone killed him with a poisoned dagger. I do not know why, but by the time I arrived, he was too far gone.”

	“Connor . . . I don't know the name. Tell me more. More about my family . . .”

	 


Chapter 5

	In time, the story did its job, chasing away the dark thoughts in the young girl's mind, filling in pieces of her family and past. No longer plagued by nightmares, Jade did everything she could to fill her time. Every now and then she would venture off into the woods, but such expeditions seldom lasted long. The woods were dangerous, a fact that Halfax never missed a chance to repeat, and when she wandered too far, the dragon would simply snatch her up with his teeth or his tail and deposit her back in the cottage. It became something of a game to see how long she could evade him, but Halfax soon became far too good at it for her to get very far. Instead, she found things to do around the cottage. A garden was planted and tended, furniture was arranged and rearranged. Every inch of the cottage was searched and explored.

	It was during just such an exploration one day that something very curious happened. She was leaning on a stone below one of the windows in the tower when it suddenly slid out of place. She scrambled backward, afraid she would fall through the hole left behind. When she looked where the stone had been, though, rather than daylight and open air, there was a dark chamber with a mound of dusty sacks. Jade stuck her head out the window and looked on the other side of the wall. The stone she had pushed aside was still in place from the outside. There was no sign of, and certainly no room for, the massive crawlspace she had seen. Yet, sure enough, when she looked through the hole, there it was, a veritable warehouse mounded with bags. Quickly, she pulled one of the sacks from the impossible room and looked inside . . .

	“Hal!”

	Barely a heartbeat after the call came, Halfax came sliding out of the frozen forest and into the summery clearing.

	“What!? What's wrong?” the beast demanded, scanning the glade for threats.

	Jade appeared at the door of the cottage, struggling with a heavy sack.

	“Nothing's wrong, silly. But look what I found!” she said, brimming with excitement.

	The bag was filled with books of all sizes.

	“There's lots more, too. There was a false wall in the tower that led to a whole big room full.”

	Halfax eyed the tower, then the little girl.

	“It's magic!”

	She dropped the bag and lifted a heavy tome from inside, pulling open the cover and flipping to a random page.

	“What's this say?” she asked, eagerly jabbing the page with a finger.

	Halfax peered down at the faded writings, brow furrowed as he hoisted the seldom-used skill of reading from the depths of his memory.

	“The . . . primary methods and means of . . . expediting poison . . . expulsion and--”

	“What does that mean? Ex-ped-iting.”

	“It means speeding up.”

	“Why didn't it say speeding up?”

	“Because a wizard will never use a small word when a larger one is available.”

	“Wow. Read more!”

	“No. This is a spell book. It is dangerous to read from one if you don't know magic.”

	“Oh. Well, what about this one?” she asked holding up a thin green book.

	“That is a spell book, too.”

	“Well, help me find one that isn't,” she instructed, pulling out the books one by one and laying them in the grass, “There's a bunch more if we can't find one here.”

	With a slight growl of irritation that Jade had long ago learned to ignore, he looked over the covers, twisting his head to read the several that were upside down. Finally, he reached out and tapped a cover with a claw.

	“This. This is about wildlife.”

	“Read it, read it!” she squealed, bouncing up and down.

	“No.”

	“Please?” she begged, drawing out the word to make it several syllables long.

	“I will show you how to read, and you can read it yourself.”

	Jade's eyes could not have opened any wider. A look of incomparable joy saturated her every feature.

	“Really?” she trilled.

	“Yes. Put the books away for now and come back here.”

	Jade hastily gathered up the books and sprinted off. As she did, Halfax began to methodically etch the alphabet into the gravel of the cottage's pathway. This was a trait shared almost exclusively by the extraordinarily long-lived. Halfax tended to work toward the very long term. Teaching the girl would take time, but it would only have to be done once. More importantly, knowing how to read would help her when she finally chose to rejoin her own kind. And so he would teach her, just as he would teach her how to hunt. Just as he would teach her how to track. He would teach her every language he knew, every skill that could aid a human, and with each new skill and each new year she would need him less.

	And then she would be off again, on her own, and he would be in the shadows. As he should be.

	Halfax paused. He'd thought of that moment many times. The day she would leave. It was never far from his mind, his constant goal. This time, though, there was a glimmer of something else. For just a moment, his heart sank.

	“Ready!” Jade chirped, shaking Halfax from his thoughts.

	Halfax pointed to the first letter with a claw.

	“This is Ay. It goes ay . . .”

	Steadily the dragon guided her through the alphabet. Jade was a ravenous learner, and seemed able to remember each letter perfectly after only a few repetitions.

	“That is Bee, it goes buh,” Jade said, when Halfax pointed randomly to a letter some time later.

	“Yes, now. What is this?” he asked, tracing a shape out on the ground.

	“Jay, it goes juh.”

	He traced a second, and a third, and a fourth.

	“Ay, it goes ay. Dee, it goes dee. Eee, it goes eee,” she recited.

	“Just the sounds now.”

	“Juh, ay, duh, eee.” she said.

	“Pretend the eee doesn't make a sound.”

	“Juh, ay, duh.”

	“Faster, fast as you can. Over and over.”

	“Juhayduh, jayduh, jayduh . . . Jade! Is . . . Is that how you spell my name!?”

	Halfax nodded.

	“I can read my name!” she said, leaping up and down, “Why doesn't the E make a sound in my name?”

	“Because you have a strange language, and it does strange things. Most are far stranger.”

	“So it is like a code, almost?”

	“I suppose.”

	Jade squealed with delight, clapping. “Keep going! I want to know it all!”

	#

	The days and weeks that followed were filled to the brim with as much instruction as Halfax was willing to provide. Though Jade was willing and eager to learn, progress was slow. They had very few books that were written with a new reader in mind. Nonetheless, she kept at it, all the while glowing with pride, as though she were being let into a very small and very exclusive club.

	In truth, she was. Books were anything but plentiful these days, and those who could read them were thoroughly distrusted. Too much knowledge, it was believed, could have terrible consequences. A long war and the terrible foes who fought it were the result of magic, and by extension knowledge. Thus, steps were taken by society as a whole to see to it that such a thing was not allowed to occur again. If that meant burning books and exiling those who knew how to use them--or, worse, knew how to create them--then so be it. It might not always have been the case--but it had been this way for as long as anyone could remember. These books were almost certainly hidden so well specifically to spare them the same fate.

	The veritable library hidden within the wizard's tower was, not surprisingly, mostly on the subject of magic. There were still dozens and dozens of books on a wide variety of other subjects, however, and slowly but surely she began to piece her way through them. Days turned into weeks, weeks into months.

	Jade learned much, and her interests grew well beyond the resources the tower and its clearing could provide. Reluctantly, Halfax agreed to take her to the edge of Ravenwood nearest to a city, a place called Rook, so that she could buy supplies and feed her curiosity. As she had no money of her own, and no way to earn any, these trips were financed entirely from the dragon's meager hoard.

	The pair arrived back at the tower after just such a trip, and Jade leaped from his back.

	“Here you go, Hal,” Jade said, dropping a single gold coin onto the top of his hoard.

	The dragon looked at the coin upon the greatly diminished pile of gold. A glimmer of disappointment showed on his usually impassive features. This most recent trip had seen three gold coins leave with Jade in exchange for replacements for the clothes she was rapidly growing out of, some tools, and the odd necessities like rope and flour. Only one coin had returned. Jade felt a pang of guilt. It was her fault that the gold was being spent, after all. And it was very important to him that he have it. There must be something she could do to make him feel better.

	She looked to the gold, then the bag of tools. An idea dawned.

	“Wait, I need that back,” she said, snatching up the coin.

	She scurried to the doorway and into the cottage. A chorus of clanks, with the occasional yelp of pain, began to ring out. After a few minutes, she scampered back, something conspicuously held behind her back.

	“Bend down.”

	“Why?”

	“Just bend down, I have something for you.”

	The dragon complied. A loop of rope was thrown over his head. He snatched the end of it and twisted his neck to see what she'd hung there.

	It was the large gold coin, pounded a bit thinner and larger. A hole had been punched near one edge and a bit of rope threaded through. On the face was a collection of marks roughly pounded into the surface that spelled out HAL.

	“Now you've got one piece of your hoard that will always be with you.”

	“One piece of gold is no hoard.”

	“Well . . . Well, maybe not, but look at the back of it!” Jade defended.

	Halfax flipped the piece to find, crudely rendered, the word JADE.

	“That way you know you've always got me. And I'm better than a pile of gold, right?”

	Halfax looked the smiling little girl in the eyes. Dragons all had an almost inexplicably accurate sense of value. It helped them to build their hoards. It motivated them to protect their hoards. Most had an affinity to gold, but they were quite able to root out precious stones and other precious metals. There were even, Halfax knew, those able to appreciate the value of human things like art.

	The one blind spot was sentiment. Only the most enlightened of his kind understood the incomparable value even the most common objects could take on when associated with the proper memories. But in that moment, Halfax understood. No human had ever given him a gift. That made this crude amulet--and this little girl--one of a kind. Treasures of the very rarest sort. And they both belonged to him.

	“Thank you,” he uttered.

	#

	More time passed. As Jade grew, so too did her knowledge and her skills. Her garden flourished, as having a dragon to help do things like till the ground made the speed and ease of maintaining it remarkable. She learned to mend her own clothes, and even tailor them. Books taught her to repair and improve the cottage, another task made immeasurably easier with the help of a dragon. The beast could push in nails the way a smaller being might push in tacks. She learned ways to preserve her food, make her own medicine, and use the tools she did have to craft tools she did not.

	When she exhausted the books written in her own language, Halfax taught her the other languages he knew, and she read on. As the months turned to years, the journeys to the city became less frequent, less necessary. Life fell into a pleasant, predictable routine. It was a sort of life Halfax was not very used to, but one that was very, very welcome.

	#

	Such a comfortable life, and being a dragon with the wisdom and duty of Halfax, made Halfax sensitive to even the smallest changes. After several years of uneventful bliss, something felt wrong one day. Hunting had been difficult. The forest was a good hunting ground, and Jade never ate much, but the animals had been more alert this time. Something had them frightened even before he'd arrived. It was difficult to place, but whatever it was that had spooked them, he felt it, too. Something was near. Its presence hung like a fog in his mind.

	As he dropped the day's kill, Halfax focused upon a specific point among the trees at the edge of the clearing. There was nothing there . . . and yet . . .

	He took a step toward it . . .

	“Hal, thank goodness! You took a long time, I thought something had happened to you,” Jade said from the doorway.

	She was almost fifteen years old now. She'd worked her way through most of the books, and each new thing she learned, she tried. The recent book on farming had led her to expand her little garden, and she was very proud of her efforts.

	“Come around the back, I want to show you how good the strawberries are coming in.”

	The dragon cast a final glance into the trees before following.

	At the edge of the clearing, like a wisp of smoke caught in the breeze, a patch of forest seemed to sweep away, leaving a tall, lean figure where before had been nothing. It was an elf, and by virtue of his race, based on his appearance, he could have been age twenty or two hundred. He held in his hand what may once have been a walking stick. Now it was covered so utterly with intricate emblems and sigils that it seemed too delicate to support its own weight, let alone his. His face bore the vague look of irritation.

	“I do hate the lucky ones,” he muttered with a slow shake of his head.

	With that he turned and, with the same flourish as he appeared, vanished.

	#

	Far to the south, many days later, an aging woman looked to the door of her apothecary shop. It had been a busy day, and there would be no one else at this hour. She poured the contents of the mortar she'd been grinding at into a small glass jar. Carefully, the container was placed beside the dozens of identical ones that lined the shelves behind her.

	The air was thick with the scent of dried herbs and boiling potions, and every available surface was cluttered with scales, burners, glassware, and other tools of the trade. She made her way to the heavy door, pushed it shut, and drew the bolt.

	“Quite a business you have here,” came a voice from behind her.

	The woman turned to find the same tall, intellectual-looking elf from the forest inspecting one of the vials from the table. In his hand was the excessively carved walking staff.

	“How did you get in here!?” the owner cried, brandishing a heavy glass bottle from the nearest counter.

	“I don't intend to be answering many of your questions, so for your sake, I shall ignore that one. A far more pressing one shall present itself shortly.”

	“Get out of my--”

	“A useful service you provide the people of this town. A treatment for cutleaf poisoning. A tricky thing to treat.”

	“I . . . I do what I can,” she said nervously.

	“No, no, you don't. You do what you want to. The treatment is tricky. The cure much less so. It was difficult to find, but once you know what it is, it is simply a matter of taking enough of the right ingredients. In order to merely treat the poisoning, you would have to measure far more precisely.”

	“H-how do you know that?”

	“That is the question you ought to be asking, Damona. How do I know what I know? First let me tell you what else I know, then I'll tell you how. I would put the bottle down, if I were you. You are perilously close to making me feel unwelcome.”

	Shakily, she lowered the improvised weapon.

	“Your name is Damona Tienne, no middle name. The fact that you have been able to concoct both a functional cure and modify it into merely a treatment shows that you have a firm understanding of magic. The fact that you call yourself an apothecary rather than a healer or alchemist shows that you know that letting people know it is magic that you work would be hazardous. The fact that you reached for a bottle rather than a gem, wand, or staff shows that you are at best a talented amateur in the mystic arts. Further evidence of that fact can be found here.”

	The intruder crouched behind the counter, moved a floor board, and retrieved a thick and ancient tome.

	“You found this in a wizard's tower in Ravenwood. It, and some mystic paraphernalia, were all you could sniff out before you were chased out by the usual mob of angry villagers. The fact that you allowed yourself to be chased proves that you are a coward. This little scam you are running here proves something else. It isn't about helping people, because were that the goal you would have cured them. And it isn't about money, because even someone with your entry-level knowledge of magic could easily find more profitable pursuits.

	"No, this little game is about power. You like holding their lives in your hand. Power is why you ventured into that tower in the first place. And I know all of this simply by paying attention . . . which means anyone else with half a mind could do the same.”

	“But how did you find the book!?”

	“Ah, yes. That, I concede, required a measure of training. For future reference, there is a material called scatter-cloth which you ought to employ if you hope to conceal mystic items from the mystically adept.”

	“So you are a wizard, too.”

	“Yes. And in anticipation of your next question, I came with an offer. You want power? I've got a few tricks and trinkets I would be willing to give you.”

	“Like what?”

	“Well, this, for one,” said the stranger, tossing his stick in her direction.

	Damona clumsily caught the staff. The instant her fingers closed about it, she could feel a power surge forth from the elegantly carved masterpiece. It was dizzying, intoxicating, a thousand times stronger than she'd ever dreamed she'd become. Just as she began to recover her senses and come to grips with her newfound might, the staff was pulled from her grasp. With it went every ounce of its power. In the wake of the veritable sea of magic, she felt like a hollow shell when reduced to her own level.

	“Give it back! Give it back!” she cried desperately, clawing for it.

	“Not to worry, you'll have it--and a bit of instruction to be sure you use it properly. I'll even toss in a few other items and an old pet of mine.”

	“What do I need to do?” she asked, eyes longingly locked on the staff.

	“That wizard's tower . . . It sits on the intersection of a few minor ley lines, has some useful permanent enchantments, and every corner is stuffed with books very much like the one you've stolen. That knowledge, combined with this staff, should be enough to make you one of the most powerful sorcerers in a generation. I think you should take it back.”

	“I don't understand. What do you get out of all of this?”

	“Well, people fear magic, but it has been so long since they've had to face it on a grand stage, I think it would be useful to remind them why they fear it.”

	“There must be a catch.”

	“A minor one. The tower has a current occupant who will need to be cleared away. A young woman--a mere girl, really--who has been fortunate enough to remain there unharassed for a few years.”

	“And she has been reading the books.”

	“Potentially, but that is at best your second concern. Foremost is the dragon. It is young, clever, and viciously dedicated to her defense.”

	Damona's entranced gaze was finally broken by this final point.

	“A . . . a dragon. Does she control it?”

	“If only she did,” said the stranger. “It would be like a child trying to swing a club. No, this beast defends her of its own accord.”

	A conflicted look seized her features.

	“And if I don't want to face this beast?”

	“Then I give my gifts to a more motivated party. And before the thought even enters your mind, if you were to take my generosity and forsake the task, I would be left with no choice but to retrieve my gifts. And I can be quite justifiably forceful when I feel I have been wronged.”

	“So I chase the girl and the dragon away, and the tower and staff are mine.”

	“Damona, if you think you can simply chase a dragon away, you have much to learn about the stubbornness of such animals. And as for the girl? Well, you were once a young woman chased from the very same tower, and now look what is about to happen.”

	“You want me to kill them.”

	“I want you to have the tower so that you can put a face on the fear your people already feel. To do so, you would do well to deal with its current residents in a permanent manner.”

	“If you are so powerful, why aren't you taking the tower yourself? Why don't you become the force everyone fears?”

	“My dear, I am already the force that everyone fears. It serves my purposes that others believe otherwise. If I were you, I would embrace that fact rather than questioning it.”

	“I see.”

	“Excellent. Then let the lessons begin . . .”

	 


Chapter 6

	Halfax and Jade stood at the edge of the ice and snow surrounding the tower. The girl's most recent interest was archery, and it was one that the dragon was eager for her to take up. Jade had learned much, and was already nearly able to take care of herself, but Halfax was still responsible for all of the hunting. Were she to learn to use a bow, she might learn to hunt for herself as well. With a bit of effort, the girl had managed to fashion a bow and some arrows based upon the description in a book about weapons of war. Now the dragon was coaching her in the proper methods of use.

	Strictly speaking, Halfax didn't know how to use a bow. He'd never done so, and likely never would. He had, however, been on the wrong end of one quite often. When it is the difference between an easy escape and a painful reminder, one soon learns when an archer is aiming the bow properly.

	“No, hold it with your other fingers. Hook your thumb over them,” he instructed.

	“Are you sure? That feels awkward,” she replied, flipping through the pages of the book. “Ah, no, I see. It's called 'The Ulvard Grip.' It's supposed to help you hold it steady longer. Okay, I'll give it a try.”

	Jade strained at the bow, drawing back its string, and took aim at the target. After a few moments, she let the arrow fly. It hissed through the air and struck the makeshift target well off center.

	“I'm getting closer! Did you see, Hal? Halfax?”

	She looked to her protector. The beast had trained its eyes on a tiny, distant form in the sky.

	“Is something wrong?” She asked.

	“Get inside the tower, and bar all of the doors,” he ordered, without taking his eyes off of the rapidly approaching form.

	“What is it?”

	“GET IN THE TOWER!” he roared, the crackle of fire on his breath as he flared his wings.

	It had been years since she'd heard that tone of voice and seen that posture. Last time, it was because a bear had decided that she and Halfax were trespassing in its territory. Whatever that was in the sky, Halfax was certain it meant her harm, and she had never known the dragon to be wrong. She rushed back to the tower and shut the door tight, sliding the brace into place. After frantically giving the same treatment to the other entrance, she climbed the tower and watched anxiously as the form in the sky grew closer.

	It was a creature that, at a glance, seemed to be a dragon. The illusion didn't last long. Its basic shape was like that of Halfax, though a bit larger, but that was where the similarity ended. In place of scales was a rough, almost stony hide, coal black. It had no eyes, only deep hollows where they should be, and rather than a mouthful of teeth, it had a serrated beak.

	Jade realized that it perfectly matched the description of a monster Halfax spoke of in his nightly story, a beast he called a dragoyle. As it drew closer, Jade could see that it bore a passenger, a black-cloaked figure. Before she could make out any more details, beast and rider dipped down below the treetops, striking the ground hard enough for the frightened girl to feel it even at the top of the tower.

	Halfax stalked low to the ground, keeping a dense stand of trees between himself and the intruder. He'd never faced a dragoyle before, but he'd learned much from his mother. Most of what he'd learned told him that he did not want to tangle with the beast if he didn't have to. At the moment, it had not yet noticed him, so it was of little concern. The dragon focused on the rider. Its scent was unfamiliar, a human woman. She seemed unsteady on the dragoyle's back, one hand held in a white-knuckled grip upon the edge of an ancient-looking saddle. The other hand was held low, gripping something hidden from view. He felt something about her. It was not something that he could see or smell or hear. It was a sensation deeper than that. Something powerful, ominous.

	He kept pace as beast and rider crept forward, moving in a meandering path among the trees. They moved erratically, as though the rider was not fully in control of her mount. Under her inexpert guidance the beast stumbled and pitched, taking sudden steps and then overcompensating in the other direction. Cursing under her breath, the woman nearly lost her balance as the dragoyle shuffled into a tree. In raising her other hand to keep from falling, she revealed an ornately carved staff.

	The sight sparked a memory deep in the dragon's mind. He knew that sensation, the force growing stronger in waves. It was magic. She was a sorceress, and for him to feel the pressure of her will at this distance, she was a powerful one. Whether the power was her own or flowing from her weapon didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was that he had no defense against magic. His thick hide could turn away arrows and swords, searing fire and icy water. His claws could cleave the thickest armor, but fighting magic was like fighting the wind. There was simply nothing for him to sink his teeth into. His only hope was to get his claws into the mystic before she could bring her strength to bear. If he could reach her before she could gather a spell, she was flesh and blood just like anyone else. She would fall.

	Halfax thundered forward with a speed that would be startling even for a creature half his size. The spellcaster’s head snapped toward him, genuine terror in her eyes. A panicked word, unmistakably arcane, sputtered from her lips. The dragon's eyes narrowed, his muscles tensing in preparation for an attack, but her staff remained dim. Instead, the sluggish, unguided creature she rode suddenly seemed to come alive. At the sound of what must have been a command, the monster pivoted to face the thundering dragon and opened its black maw.

	A dragoyle was not born; it was constructed. A living weapon designed to utterly destroy all that it faced. As such, it was not fire that the beast breathed. That would be too clean, too brief. Instead, the creature exhaled a wretched black cloud that curled forth, sizzling and corroding everything it touched. It was nasty stuff, but slower than fire. Halfax dove aside without missing a step, drawing in breath for his own attack.

	“Protect me, you blasted thing!” cried Damona desperately.

	A lance of fire erupted from Halfax's mouth, but the black beast reared and the flames splashed uselessly against its stony hide. The two beasts clashed. Massive swipes of stout, vicious claws revealed that the dragoyle was stronger by far than a mere difference in size could explain. Stone shattered to pebbles and trees splintered under the force of the blows--but such power came at the cost of agility. Halfax leaped and rolled, keeping himself a hairsbreadth from being torn apart. Every spare instant was spent attempting to pull the sorceress from its back. She had yet to put her staff to use, maddened eyes locked on the dragon and petrified limbs frozen in a death grip upon her steed's harness.

	Finally one of Halfax's claws came near enough to tear at her cloak. It was enough to pull her from her shocked state and push her to action.

	“In the air! In the air, dammit! Get me above this thing so I can rain hell on it!” Damona ordered.

	The beast did not heed until she managed to string together a sequence of awkward syllables that must have been another command. Then it extended its wings and lurched skyward, shearing the branches from the nearest trees. Rhythmic thrusts of the powerful wings filled the forest with gale-force bursts as it slowly hauled itself into the air.

	Halfax dashed into the shelter of a nearby stand of trees as another dose of miasma burst from the monster's mouth and swirled chaotically in the whistling wind. A smile came to the face of the sorceress.

	“Yes! Yes, run! Run!” she cried madly, raising her staff high.

	In her voice, Halfax could hear a thrill, a confidence filling her to overflowing, a mad blood lust. She behaved as though she was invincible--but power wasn't everything. Experience was the difference between a deadly wizard and a dead one, and to his trained eye, Damona's inexperience was painfully clear. Her beast was strong, but it was slow and clumsy, even on the ground. Once in the air, it was all the monster could do to stay there. And she had raised her staff, the focus of her power, high into the air, making it a glaring and vulnerable target. The wings of her creature churned the air with an almost deafening roar, slicing sky and drowning out the beat of smaller wings. She began to stir the air with her weapon, voice forming twisted and otherworldly hexes. All the while, her eyes were trained at the ground, scanning the icy land below for Halfax, but he was not so foolish. He worked his wings, climbing as silently as he could until he was above her. Below, runes carved into the surface of her staff darkened. He began to dive, but a breath of wind from his wings betrayed him.

	In more a panicked reflex than a mindful maneuver, Damona turned and spat a word of magic. A moment later and his jaws would have been about her. Instead, a wave of darkness launched from the staff, forcing Halfax to dive to avoid it. The more nimble dragon cut expertly through the air, evading sweeping tail, slashing claw, and crackling spell. A ball of destructive black magic wove drunkenly through the sky, arcing downward. Where the bolts of energy struck the ground, stone was shattered and trees were pulverized. A single stray attack might level the tower with Jade inside. This needed to end--now.

	The noble beast grew more bold, and the wizard more desperate. Magic was taking its toll, though, and had she the mind to spare, Damona might have noticed that each blast leeched more color from her skin. Blackness was gathering around her eyes, and her nails were darkening as well. The spells were twisting her soul, draining her strength--but, as they did, her desire to strike down the dragon grew ever more intense. Fear turned to anger. How dare this beast presume to evade her? How dare it stand against her!? Her emotions were fanning the very flames that were consuming her.

	“You will fall, beast! If you are too much of a coward to hold still, then I shall turn the very skies against you!”

	A sequence of placeless, unnatural words began to flow from her mouth. They were no longer unsteady or clumsily phrased. Instead, they seemed to craft themselves, as though she were merely the vessel that gave them form. The incantation went to work, thickening and darkening the gray clouds above into an angry black sky. Wind whistled and howled, catching the dragon's wings awkwardly and forcing him to struggle to keep his course. Thunder rolled and lightning flashed. A rain, heavy and constant, began to hammer down from a sky that had delivered naught but snow for years.

	The frigid water soaked the sorceress to the bone, but she took no notice, eyes locked on the dragon struggling fruitlessly against the hostile wind. Damona guided the gale, hauling the dragon backward. Halfax trimmed his wings and pointed his nose into it, attempting to dive through the storm and back to the ground, but the force was too much, keeping him aloft despite his best efforts. The carefully crafted air current split to avoid the dragoyle, providing the mystic with a stationary target. A fresh bolt of black magic began to form.

	The dragon looked back. He was making no progress, he couldn't escape, and in moments she would release an attack easily twice the size of those that had made short work of trees moments earlier. Already he could feel the crackling power of it reaching toward him, like a ravenous attack dog straining at its leash. He couldn't wait any longer. He had to act now.

	He flicked his wings backward, shifting them from a streamlined posture to great billowing sails. They caught the wind that had held him back, dragging him with it and launching him at the sorceress. A deft pivot brought his teeth and claws to bear an instant before he collided with his enemy with enough force to stagger even the massive dragoyle. His attack dug deep into the stony hide of the dragoyle and shattered the concentration that held both the wind and the bolt of magic in under Damona's control. The wave of blackness splashed against dragon and dragoyle alike, sizzling each. Halfax shrugged off the furious burning and clamped his jaws on the monster's wing.

	Now caught in her own storm and entwined with a raging dragon, Damona's monstrous mount began to plummet earthward.

	Fear finally cutting through her damaged confidence, the sorceress turned her maddened eyes to the rapidly approaching ground. In stirring up the skies and hurling her attacks, she had guided the dragoyle high into the sky. If she didn't stop her fall before the ground did, there was no way that she would survive. But panic was the enemy of precision, and as she fumbled through her mind for something that might be of some use, she instead settled on the one spell she could recall that she might be able to cast quickly enough to fell the dragon. She wrenched her staff free from the tangle, pointed it to the sky, and spoke the words of the spell.

	Some distance away, Jade watched in terror as the spectacle high above the forest unfolded. In the darkness of the storm, she could not tell where Halfax ended and the dragoyle began, but they were both falling. She spoke a silent prayer and strained to see. Something was happening. The air around her felt tingly, and her hair was standing on end. Suddenly, the world went white. A brilliant flash of lightning split the sky, shaking the earth with the force of its thunder. The searing light burned a silhouette of the scene into her eyes. A streak of intensity traced a jagged path from clouds to forest, and passed through the distant, agonized form of her friend and protector. Tears in her eyes and anger in her heart, Jade rushed to the stairs.

	A smoldering figure crashed to the earth below, tearing branches from trees. A moment later, the lurching form of the dragoyle followed suit, its rider shrieking a terrified and tortured attempt at a half a dozen different spells. She had not known that lightning was not a precise weapon, and Halfax had still been wrapped about the black beast when the bolt had struck. Charred, broken wings did little to slow the dragoyle’s fall, and it struck a stand of trees with force enough to level them and turn the monster to rubble.

	For a time, all was still. No longer fueled by dark will, the storm subsided, rain pattering to a stop. Smoke rose slowly from the mound of broken wood that had once been a dense patch of forest. Then came a voice, quiet and hoarse, filtering through the debris. A hand, skin white as milk and nails black as night, thrust from the pile. The fingers were clinging to the impossibly intact staff. Tendrils of energy writhed across its surface, worming along the arm and into the rubble. Fragments began to drift into the air. First one by one, then by the dozen.

	A pit was excavated, and from within rose Damona--or what was left of her. Burns covered her body. Bones were shattered, limbs twisted at grotesque angles. She croaked a few more words, each accompanied by coughs and sprays of blackened blood, and the magic went to work. Bones clicked and shifted back into place. Gashes closed, burns cleared, and her voice grew stronger. In seconds, she appeared whole once more . . . but much the worse for wear. Her features were sunken and drawn, skin almost translucent, showing black veins beneath. Her vision was an indistinct mass of blue and purple blotches, and her hearing was little more than a dull whistle, lingering effects from the bolt of lightning that she had no spell to heal. She wiped blood from the corner of her mouth, turning her gaze to the broken trees and the broken dragon that lay among them.

	She raised her left hand high above her head, grip tight about the staff. Arcane words began to slip from her lips, conjuring forth a swirling darkness above her raised fingers. The gleam in her eye was maniacal. Each syllable caused the churning, crackling ball of black energy to swell. The dragon was already a motionless wreck, but she would leave nothing to chance. She would leave nothing at all.

	When she was satisfied with its intensity, Damona made ready to release the vicious mass of magic. Suddenly, a hissing sound cut the air, an arrow slicing across the wizard's arm. The pain was sudden and sharp enough to pull her mind from its task. Without concentration to maintain it, the spell scattered and dissipated, trailing long ebony streamers that withered and blackened all that they touched.

	The injured spellcaster turned, fury in her eyes, to see Jade run desperately for the shelter of a nearby tree. Damona waved the staff over the wound. In seconds, it boiled away until only a thin black line remained. The grin on her face widened.

	“I'm glad you left the tower, child. I was afraid I might damage it while looking for you. Now come here. This will be easier for you if you cooperate.”

	Jade stepped from behind the tree and released another arrow. Damona spat a syllable and thrust the staff aside. A wave of force swept through the forest, deflecting the arrow, knocking Jade to the ground, and snapping away the smallest branches of a dozen trees.

	“I won't tell you again. Hold still and I'll be gentle and quick. Do something stupid like run or fire another arrow and you'll twist and burn.”

	Jade struggled to her feet and fumbled for another arrow, but the force had torn them all away. She raised her gaze to the wizard. Her eyes darted upward briefly before opening wide as saucers. In a sprawling motion, she dropped to the ground, hands covering her head.

	“That's a good girl. Just hold--”

	Had the thunder not left her near deaf, she might have heard the crackle of broken trees being forced aside. Instead, Damona's first warning was a flare of light. Her second was a rush of heat. There was no time for a third.

	Flames rushed about her form before a word of magic could be spoken. A half-dozen spells designed to protect her shattered beneath the might of a direct blast of dragon's fire. In an instant, without so much as a gasp of pain, Damona was no more.

	Jade raised her head to see a smoldering crater where once the sorceress had been. There was no trace of humanity left in the blackened, steaming ground. As her eyes crept upward, she saw Halfax. She felt as though someone had torn the heart from her body. The lightning had fairly split him in two, a jagged red slice running from snout to tail along his right side and across his eye. Blood poured along the length of the sizzling wound. Both wings were shredded tatters, and his jaw and one foreleg were horribly crooked. Whatever strength had allowed him to haul himself free for this final attack was draining away. Finally, he collapsed on his left side.

	Jade rushed to him, tears in her eyes. Every fiber of her being wanted her to cradle Halfax's head in her arms. She wanted to beg him to be all right, to pray that he could be saved. Had she been any other girl, perhaps she would have. But Halfax had spent as much time raising her as her own parents, and she had learned much from him. She'd learned that if you needed something, you learned how to get it. If you couldn't afford to lose something, you did what it took to keep it safe.

	“Hal! Halfax, listen to me!” she cried out, tears in her eyes. “I need you to open your eyes! Listen to me!”

	The beast's eyelid wavered slightly.

	“Listen!” she cried, slapping the dragon and very nearly gashing her hand in the process.

	His one healthy eye pulled slowly open and focused weakly upon her.

	“Halfax, focus on me! Stay focused! I can help you! I am going to the tower to get some things and I am going to fix you right up, okay!?” she shouted as the tears ran down her cheeks. “I just need you to keep your eyes open, do you understand? Just keep breathing. I'll do the rest!”

	With that, Jade sprinted back to the tower and grabbed as much as she could carry, lugging bulging bags and clanking tools back to the dragon's side. The beast was still breathing, but only just. There was no time to lose, so she set immediately about her task.

	There were only a handful of humans in the world who knew anything about how to treat a dragon's wounds, and none had written any of the books in the tower. Jade knew a great deal about healing humans, though, and other animals as well. Many of the books had been devoted to those subjects. What's more, having spent most of her life beside Halfax had brought her a great deal of knowledge about his kind. She had all of the pieces, then. She just had to hope that she could find the right way to put them together before it was too late.

	Blankets and rope became makeshift bandages on a dragon's scale. She'd seen him sear minor cuts closed with a burst of flame. The edge of a kitchen knife heated over a hastily built fire did the same job. For wounds too wide to be similarly sealed, strips of sinew and techniques learned from a book about leather armor repair did for a dragon what needle and thread would do for a person. Long, stout branches became splints, and all of the strength she could muster managed to set broken bones. Mixtures of herbs and extracts were poured down his throat in doses dozens of times stronger than the recipes recommended. It was an ordeal, lasting hours, but Jade worked tirelessly. Not until her resources were completely depleted did she relent, well into the night.

	She placed her weary head on the beast's chest. A weak but steady heartbeat greeted her. Jade took a step back. Halfax's potent blood stung at her hands and stained every inch of her clothes. Without her purpose to sustain her, all of the exhaustion she'd managed to push aside came down upon her at once. She lowered herself to the icy ground, leaned against her deeply sleeping protector, and made ready to close her eyes.

	Motion at the edge of the fire's light jarred her eyes open again. She knew the forest was a place of struggle, a place of predators and prey. For the woodland hunters, the scent of blood was like an alarm bell. If it was the blood of small creature, it meant an easy meal; the blood of a larger predator meant much more. Wild creatures understood competition, and she knew that they all would know that a fallen dragon, if it could be kept from rising, meant more meat for all.

	It was not one form but many; several sets of fiery yellow eyes gleamed in the flickering light. Wolves, eager to take Halfax's place for themselves, were gathering. Jade crept to the flames, pulled free a burning branch, and planted herself beside her friend. The dragon had pushed himself beyond the limit to keep her safe. She owed it to him to do the same.

	 


Chapter 7

	“Hal? Hal?” Jade's wavering voice was pleading.

	The dragon's good eye opened. He was wracked by sharp, constant pain, but he was alive. Inches in front of his face was Jade. She looked dead on her feet, and she was shivering violently from the cold, but seeing her friend awake brought a brief spark of joy.

	“Don't try to talk. Your jaw was broken, so I had to tie it shut. I think . . . I think two of your legs are broken, too, but . . . can you stand? We need to get back to the tower.”

	Halfax painfully raised his head. The light of the rising sun revealed the remnants of Jade's hellish night. All around them, the snow was littered with paw prints. Here and there, charred branches lay discarded. The dragon could only imagine what sort of experience the girl had been through, but he could learn of it later. For now, Jade was right. They needed shelter.

	Amid growls and groans of pain, Halfax struggled to his feet. Wooden splints creaked, bandaged wounds trickled blood, and ropes strained, but he managed to stand. Together, the dragon limped and the girl trudged back to the tower. Once there, each collapsed into a long, necessary slumber.

	#

	The time that followed was difficult. Halfax could barely walk, and received a stern reprimand from Jade whenever he tried. That left her to provide all of the food for both of them. The young girl fortunately became an able hunter in very short order, having seen him do it so often, but even with her well-stocked garden to supplement her own meals, there were times when food had to be rationed. Without Halfax to ride to and from town, and with neither willing to consider leaving the other for long enough for her to make the journey on foot, certain supplies began to run low.

	Soon, all her waking moments were filled with hunting, gardening, fashioning arrows, and preparing traps for the next day's hunt. What little time was left to spare was spent scrutinizing the books of the tower. Many of them were dedicated to healing, and she hungrily devoured every hint of a treatment that might lead Halfax to a swifter and more complete recovery. Unfortunately she had exhausted all that the impressive library had to say on the subject of conventional remedies. There were volumes more to read, but all dealt with “white magic.”

	Jade was dedicated to doing all she could to help her friend, but the thought of even attempting to cast a spell was terrifying to her. Halfax had warned over and over again that magic was for those trained to use it. It wasn't evil or good, but it could do terrible things if used improperly. That didn't change the fact the Halfax's wings would never heal on their own, and no amount of time would give him the sight back in his right eye. In defending her, he had paid a terrible price. She had to repay him somehow.

	#

	A rattle shook the whole of the tower. Jade was jarred awake--first startled, then disappointed. By the time she'd reached the door of Halfax's stable, he was only just getting to his feet again.

	“What are you doing?” Jade scolded.

	“It will be dawn soon. I need to hunt,” he said without looking, limping painfully toward the forest.

	“It sounded like a herd of elephants when you tried to stand up. I hope you don't expect to sneak up on anything,” she said, walking alongside him, “and I don't think you'll be chasing anything down either. Go lie down. If you want food, I'll get you something.”

	Halfax continued walking.

	“You'll never lose that limp if you don't give your bones some rest. You shouldn't even be talking. That jaw still looks horribly swollen.”

	“It is fine,” he grunted.

	In response, Jade prodded it with a finger. The beast jerked away with a hiss of pain.

	“Clearly,” she said. “You know, Halfax, I can remember a time when the idea of you telling a lie would have been unthinkable. What is this all about?”

	The dragon sat heavily.

	“If you were not here, I would have to do this alone. I need to be able to fend for myself.”

	“Hal, if I wasn't here, this never would have happened to you. And if you weren't here, I wouldn't even be alive. You've saved my life so many times, and you've taken care of me for so long, it is only right that I return the favor.”

	“You shouldn't have to do this. It isn't the way it is supposed to be.”

	“I don't have to do this, Hal. I'm doing it because I want to. Look at me, Halfax. Do you understand?”

	Halfax merely stared at her.

	“That's not what's wrong, is it?” she said, slowly realizing. “It isn't that I need to do it for you. It is that you need me to do it for you. That's it, isn't it?”

	“For hundreds and hundreds of years it has been the same. I am the protector. Generation after generation. Choose the strongest, or the youngest, or the only child. Keep it safe. It is what I am. It was all I was ever meant to be. I stand between you and your enemies. That is how it had always been before you. Then I found you, and I had to feed you. Comfort you. I had to protect your feelings. It was not enough to make you safe, I had to make you feel safe. And now . . . now you feed me? You protect me? That is not how it is supposed to be!”

	He stomped a healthy leg with enough force to shake snow from trees at the edge of the clearing.

	“Maybe not for dragons, but that is exactly how it works for humans. First parents take care of children, then children take care of the parents. That's family.”

	“I am not family.”

	Jade smiled and pulled the dragon's head close, kissing him lightly on the snout.

	“You are to me, Hal,” she said softly. Then, with a slap to the head and a point to the stable, she added, “Now go lay down and I'll catch you some breakfast!”

	#

	Jade put down the day's kill. It had taken more time than usual to bring it back. The sun was still high in the sky, but there was much to do. As she gathered her tools to prepare the food, her eyes turned to Halfax. The beast was anything but emotional, and what little he felt seldom showed on his face. To the trained eye, though, it was just as simple to determine his disposition as that of anyone else. Right now he looked defeated, forlorn. It wasn't until his injury that it had become clear how important it was to Halfax that he be useful. His purpose defined him, it was what drove him. Until his strength returned, though, as far as he was concerned, he was little more than a burden. The sense of worthlessness had robbed him of his appetite. He barely even moved, save one attempt early each morning to see if his bones would allow him either the stealth or speed to hunt and defend once more.

	Jade thought hard. She needed to find something to make him feel useful until he was himself again. Slowly, a thought arose.

	“Halfax. Go like this,” Jade said, twiddling the fingers on one hand.

	After a moment, he imitated.

	“No, with your bad paw.”

	Again he attempted the motion. It was a pale imitation this time, his smallest claw failing to move at all.

	“Does that hurt?” she asked.

	“No,” he lied.

	“Well, it looks like you've lost some . . .” she began, searching her memory for the correct word. “Dexterity. Remember when I was a little girl and you had to cut up my meat for me?”

	“Yes,” he said.

	Jade picked up the doe she'd brought back and dropped it in front of him.

	“Separate it. And try to use your bad paw as much as possible,” she said.

	Halfax glared at her briefly, then dragged the kill closer and went to work. As he did, Jade tended to the garden. She peeked briefly in his direction periodically to see him diligently at work. By the time she'd weeded and selected some ripe vegetables, he had managed to do a remarkably good job of butchering the beast.

	“Good. Now reach inside and grab that big pot . . .”

	Task by task, she walked Halfax through fetching wood from the pile, filling the pot from the stream, and placing the right meats and vegetables inside. Each step was of little effort for him. Seldom did he even need to stand. Many, though, required finer manipulation than he'd done in weeks. The fire was lit, and the food was cooked until the smell and tenderness was right. It took hours, but while it cooked and Halfax watched, Jade worked through the rest of the day's activities. Finally, she sampled the result. It was a trifle plain, and the vegetables were more mashed than cut, but it was actually quite good.

	“There. It may not be the way you are accustomed to, but you just fetched me dinner,” she said.

	“This is foolish,” he grumbled.

	“Nonsense, it is a great help. And if you are going to mope around like a kicked puppy until you are healed up, I've got to find something for you to do. So this is your new job every day until you are back on your feet.”

	#

	In a dark room, somewhere far away, a tall, lean figure sat in deep thought. It was the elf, the mysterious stranger who had been haunting Jade's life for all of these years. The same puzzle had occupied his mind for all of that time.

	“The lucky ones,” he murmured, “so very difficult to deal with.”

	He tapped his foot absentmindedly and stroked his chin.

	“Three bloodlines left that I know of . . . can't seem to eliminate those two. That luck turns things to their favor. I need to whittle that number down. Find some way to turn good luck for her into bad luck for the world. A scenario where the best case for her is still a win for me . . .”

	Slowly, a grin came to his face, as devious and malicious as the thought that inspired it.

	“That could work . . .”

	#

	In time, Halfax mostly recovered. The strength returned to his injured legs. He resumed hunting--though, as she had developed a fondness for it, Jade now frequently accompanied him. Likewise, though it was no longer strictly necessary, Halfax aided in preparing meals and other more human chores. Working with his "hands" was more challenging than he'd expected, revealing a weakness he'd not realized he'd had. Halfax was a creature who would never pass up a chance to correct a flaw.

	More than two years passed. The girl and the dragon were mercifully left alone in that time. Jade's only contact with anyone aside from Halfax came in the form of trips to the nearest town. Now that she was just past eighteen years of age, appearing alone in town did not cause nearly the stir it had when she was a child. That was not to say that she went without notice, but now it was for an entirely new set of reasons.

	Their undisturbed time was no doubt largely due to Jade's remarkable--indeed, supernatural--luck. Peace was hardly the only benefit that it had afforded her, though. Perhaps the purest form taken by her extraordinary good fortune was obvious to all who saw her. She had blossomed into a woman as effortlessly and flawlessly beautiful as anyone was likely to see. Long, raven hair was kept in a meticulous braid. The simple clothes she made with her own hands shamed the work of tailors the world over by simple virtue of the exquisite form upon which they were draped. Her visits were well remembered by the men of the village, and sourly dreaded by the women. Many the young buck had attempted to court her, but all were politely turned away. The more persistent and less mannerly among them quickly learned that though she might look delicate, a dragon did not raise this young woman to be timid.

	She'd managed to find a way to pay Halfax back for the gold she'd had to spend as well. The skills she'd learned in her quest to heal him, it turned out, were quite sought after within the town. Potions and powders that she concocted to cure common maladies sold as quickly as she could make them. This was partially because it hadn't occurred to her to charge much more than they cost to make, so they were substantially cheaper than those sold by traveling merchants. Mostly, though, they sold because, unlike most of what the merchants sold, they actually worked. Pain was eased, infections subsided, rashes cleared. When she was in town she tended to the more troublesome ailments personally. Before long, she found herself making trips every few weeks whether she needed goods or not, simply to sell her wares and render her services.

	Always, though, she returned home to the tower and to Halfax. Her budding skill as a healer had restored his health to beyond what it had been prior to his clash with the wizard, but some injuries lingered that neither time nor traditional medicine could cure. The slash left by the lightning was now a narrow white scar running from his snout to his tail, crossing both eye and wing on the right side. Both wings were still utterly ruined, tattered shreds on a framework of crooked bones. The eye had healed to a milky white, sightless orb.

	It was this latter injury that had proven most difficult for Halfax to overcome, and it was this one Jade was most dedicated to curing. Alas, she could only work with what was available. Jade simply didn't have the resources to restore her friend. All that she could do was keep learning, keep searching, hope that in time the pieces would com together.

	 


Chapter 8

	“Hal! This way!” she called out.

	The pair were making their way through a patch of forest near the mountains. A handful of the more useful herbs she used in her potions grew best in the thinner air and rockier soil, so she kept a small garden near the tree line. As they made their way back, something caught Jade's eye.

	“What?” Halfax asked making his way to her side.

	“Do you know what this is!?” she cried eagerly.

	“No.”

	“Aiur,” she said, “It is supposed to grow only on South Crescent!”

	South Crescent was a continent half of a world away, and its residents kept very much to themselves. Jade had long ago abandoned any hope of attaining resources native to that land, yet here she found a plant more precious to her than gold. She crouched and carefully took a cutting.

	“Come on! Back to the tower!” she urged, fairly leaping to his back.

	“Is it important?” Halfax asked.

	“Right now there is nothing that matters more to me! Quickly, quickly!”

	Halfax sprinted to the east. In no time at all, they reached the tower. Jade dove from the dragon's back and scrambled inside. As Halfax heaved great breaths, recovering slowly from the run, she rummaged through mounds of books. It had been more than a year since she'd last read it, but still she remembered the very page she needed. How could she forget? It was precisely what she needed, yet just out of reach for so long.

	She pulled the proper book from the pile and flipped it open. It was in a different tongue, one Halfax had taught her. He hadn't known the name of the language, only that it was from South Crescent. The words at the top of the page brought tears to her eyes. “Sight from darkness . . .”

	She gathered the necessary materials, cut a tiny sliver of the aiur leaf, and planted the rest in a small pot. A potent and foul-smelling brew was prepared, the precious leaf as the final ingredient. Decanting the finished concoction, she hurried outside.

	“What was that all about?” Halfax muttered.

	“Show me your eye,” she said, excitement spilling from her voice.

	He angled his massive amber-gold eye closer to her.

	“No, the bad one!”

	Hesitantly, and with more than a little suspicion, he turned his head to reveal the useless white eye.

	“Lay your head on the ground,” she said.

	“Another remedy? This is foolish,” he said, turning his good eye to her again.

	“What? Are you afraid it will hurt? A big strong dragon like you?”

	“Don't try to manipulate me,” he said sternly.

	“Fine. No tricks. Don't do it to prove you aren't afraid, do it because I asked you to.”

	With the customary sigh, Halfax lowered his head to the ground. Jade quickly straddled his neck.

	“Now try to hold still. This will probably hurt . . . a lot,” she said, lifting the eyelid gently and pouring in the mixture.

	She could feel the beast's neck tense under her, but ever stoic, Halfax released only the merest grunt in response to what must have been a terribly painful experience.

	“Now keep the eye closed,” she said, reaching into her cloak as quietly as possible to retrieve an item she knew would not be well-received.

	She pulled an amulet from her pocket. It was brass, heavily tarnished, and bore a pale blue gem at its center. Attached to it was a fine chain of the same metal. When the final links of the chain tugged free, they made the tiniest clink.

	“What is that sound?” Halfax rumbled, his good eye shooting open.

	Jade placed the amulet over the treated eye and spoke three words in a very deliberate and carefully practiced manner. A sharp growl shook Halfax and his head shot up, taking Jade with it.

	“Magic?” he barked. “What are you doing speaking words of magic!?”

	“I've practiced, Hal. I know precisely what I am doing,” she assured, holding tight to her perch upon his neck and quietly repeating the words.

	Halfax curled his neck and coiled his tail about Jade's middle, gently tugging her free.

	“The treatment comes from the mixture. The magic words just make it permanent,” she defended, dangling from his tail.

	“I don't care. You have not been trained, you have never heard those words spoken, and you do not know if you've said them correctly. What if--”

	His voice trailed off as the offending eye slid open.

	“Well?” she asked hopefully.

	Halfax's tail loosened, dropping Jade to the ground. He swept his head around, sampling the sights of the tower as if for the first time. The brightness at the edge of the clearing, the drifting of bees among the garden . . . For the first time in years, he was seeing them as he was meant to.

	“It worked didn't it? It worked!” she exclaimed.

	She ran to him, tears streaming down her face, and wrapped her arms tight around his neck. Halfax placed a paw behind her back and pulled her closer.

	“I've been waiting so long to make it up to you. And I swear, if it is in my power, I'll give you your wings back, too,” she said, releasing her embrace and wiping the tears from her cheeks. “Now, the eye isn't going to be exactly how it was. According to the spell book, this was created by dwarfs to help them navigate caves. The eye shouldn't need any light at all to see, but it won't be able to see quite as far even in daylight.”

	A sound in the bushes drew Halfax's attention. He released her and bolted toward it. Jade didn't need to be told why. The loss of an eye had been an enormous handicap to his hunting, one that it had taken him months to overcome. Now that he had some measure of his full vision back, no one could blame him if he was eager to put it to use. Tonight there would be a feast.

	#

	Far to the north, in an exquisite and well-kept room, a well-dressed man waited. His eyes turned to the door as it opened, a stately servant stepping through.

	“You may have your audience with the prince now,” declared the steward.

	“Thank you,” said the tall, all-too-familiar elf.

	He stood and was led into a large, lavishly furnished parlor. Inside was an unimpressive figure in very impressive garb. His build was lean, trending toward lanky, and his expression was a pale imitation of authority. He was a man, perhaps twenty years old, who might be considered handsome if his features or posture could muster even an ounce of confidence. Instead, his bearing and presence spoke quietly of meekness, weakness, and insignificance.

	“Oh, yes, and you are?” asked the prince.

	“A concerned party,” said the stranger.

	“Er. Is that all? Generally, the steward presents my visitors with their full title and point of business,” he said, brow furrowed slightly.

	“Yes, well, I rather doubt your servant knew my name or my business. Were you to call him in here, in fact, I suspect he would be quite confused to find me in the room.”

	“I . . . I don't understand.”

	“That is hardly a surprise, Your Highness. You are Terrilius Croyden Lumineblade, latest in the impressively long, and astoundingly unbroken, Lumineblade dynasty. That should make you a towering figure in the hearts and minds of your people. Instead, you are known, you should be aware, as the frail whelp that might someday rule Vulcrest.”

	“Now that simply isn't true, my people love--”

	“Your people are ashamed of you. Your skill with a sword is barely average, your riding skill is virtually nonexistent, and you have the force and presence of a damp washing cloth. Your people dread the day your father will die to leave the kingdom in your hands, and there are no less than seven assorted lords and knights actively contesting your claim to the crown.”

	“I don't have to take that from you!”

	“No, you don't, and yet you are. The very fact my head is still on my shoulders says all that needs to be said about you. A stranger in the castle unannounced? Someone in your position should have called in the guards in a heartbeat. You lack any of the distinguishing qualities of a king, save birthright. In short, Your Highness, unless you are able to illustrate that you have the wisdom, the strength, and the will to lead, then this kingdom will never be yours.”

	“I . . . I cannot . . .”

	“Not to worry. Wisdom can be provided by advisers, and strength by armies. You need only prove that you have the will, and that is simple enough. Take swift, decisive action in the protection of your land and your people will see in you a leader.”

	“What would you suggest?”

	“Do you recall, some years ago, when a dark sorceress emerged from Tressor and rode a dragon creature into the heart of Ravenwood?”

	“Of course. It was the day of that terrible storm. My father forbade any to venture far into Ravenwood because of it.”

	“Well, Ravenwood is the finest hunting ground on the continent. Losing it is a tremendous hardship. And to react to a threat within your own borders by simply ignoring it? Is that truly the act of a leader?”

	The prince's eyes drifted, seeming to focus on a point beyond the walls of the room.

	“The wizard and her beast must be destroyed . . .” he said vaguely.

	“Very wise idea, Your Highness. I happen to know that they have taken refuge in a wizard's tower deep within the forest.”

	“I am quite aware of Ravenwood's tower.”

	“Splendid. So you know where they are, and you know that she must be killed. Now, if you were to order me to, I believe I could be coerced into performing this deed personally.”

	“No.”

	“No?”

	“I am the prince, and, as you say, I am the one with something to prove. I shall gather the best of our soldiers, I shall lead them into Ravenwood, and I shall defeat the sorceress myself.”

	“Will you, now? Then perhaps you would consider including me in your party. I--”

	“No. I do not know who you are, sir, and though you may think me a fool, I am not so blind as to mistake a wolf for a sheep. You are after something. I thank you for stepping forward to inform me of my shortcomings. There are few willing to speak to royalty so frankly. And I thank you for inspiring me to take action for the benefit of my kingdom, but whatever plan you mean to hatch, you shall not. So leave me. I've much to prepare.”

	“As you wish, Your Highness,” replied the stranger.

	He excused himself, walking out of the prince's chambers amid various looks of confusion and concern. Indeed, no one remembered allowing him in, but the fact that he was inside and seemed to fit so comfortably into the castle atmosphere led each to assume that he had been invited by another.

	“Not the ideal outcome,” the stranger mused aloud to no one, “but it will do. The boy knows nothing of battle, and yet acts as though he is invincible, as though making the decision was the only challenge. One way or another, that will ensure at least one of the targets will be destroyed.”

	#

	Some days later, Halfax was stalking through the forest on his daily patrol. Years without being disturbed had not dulled the edge of his dedication. For a dragon, a few years was barely the blink of an eye. He looked and listened, but for the most part, he replied upon his nose. The forest was dense with scent. The crisp smell of fresh snow, the distant aroma of ripe vegetables in Jade's clearing, and the enticing scent of a deer all wafted on the same breeze from the west. The dragon had taken a few stealthy steps toward his would-be prey when a northern gust of wind carried with it a mixture of smells that set off alarms in his mind. Horses and men. Many of each. Halfax burst into a sprint, heading directly for the source of the wind.

	As he drew nearer, the sound of hooves and the clink and jingle of armor confirmed his fears. Soldiers. More than a dozen of them. Before long, they were in sight. Halfax could determine their intentions with little more than a glance. Each was armed with heavy, cruel weapons. Oversized axes, spiked clubs, two-handed swords, and longbows. Things capable of piercing armor . . . or scales. They were dragonslayers, or hoped to be. The undeniable looks of anxiety on their faces suggested they had little experience in the area, and no confidence. Only the man in the center of the group stood as an exception. In place of anxiety was a look of determination. He alone was armed with a light sword, and the higher quality of his ornate armor labeled him as their superior, in title if not in skill.

	The horses, more mindful of hidden threats than their riders, became uneasy. Most of the men were able to quickly set their steeds straight again. The well-dressed leader had more difficulty. When he finally succeeded, he felt the gaze of his men. It was the prince, and alone among his men for the first time in ages, it was only now becoming clear to him the contempt they felt. Drawing himself with as much regal bearing as he could muster, he spoke.

	“Right, Commander,” he said, “the horses seem restless. How much further until we reach the tower?”

	Halfax's expression sharpened.

	“Not long. Within the hour, Your Highness,” replied the soldier.

	He hissed the prince's title like a profanity, a subtlety the noble failed to notice.

	“Good, excellent. And we are all prepared to put this woman and her pet to a swift and certain end?” he asked.

	“Yes, Your Highness. As prepared as any men can be.”

	That was all that Halfax needed to hear. If they were planning to attack Jade, then they would go no further. The dragon readied himself. He'd dealt with dragonslayers before. Perhaps they claimed to do what they did for the good of their country or for the vast rewards, but there was always a deeper desire: glory. These men wanted a reputation. They wanted to prove to themselves that they were strong enough to stand against this mighty beast. The way to deal with them was not to kill them. That would only bring more men to replace them, better armed and more determined. No, one must fulfill their expectations. Give them what they wanted. Terrify them, clash with them. Give them scars to show off and stories to tell around the campfire. Give them a fight they would never forget, and one that they would never want to repeat.

	With a slow, purposeful step, Halfax snapped a branch on the ground. The men turned toward the sound in perfect unison. He plodded slowly toward them, crushing brush and stomping the earth. Were he trying to kill these men, he would never be so clumsy in his approach, but in the mind of a man, a dragon was a mindless monster thrashing through the forest. It was best not to disappoint. His approach ratcheted the tension tighter than the bow strings that the archers shakily held ready. He let out a low growl that shook the trees and seemed to come from everywhere at once.

	At the sound, the horses panicked, forcing the soldiers to struggle to keep them under control. Some had more success than others. The well-dressed and poorly-equipped prince failed completely, his horse breaking formation and galloping madly away amid his angry protests. Halfax chose that moment to reveal himself, broken wings spread and thrashing, teeth bared and gleaming, and a bloodcurdling roar splitting the air. The bowmen released their arrows, not a single one even close to hitting its target. The sight of the charging monster was too much for half of the men, sending them galloping back from whence they came. The more steadfast of the men abandoned their horses and raised their weapons, ready to do battle.

	The battle that followed was as well-choreographed as a dance. Halfax darted in and lashed with claw and tail, separating the warriors into manageable groups. Most of the archers were gone, but those who remained each got a skillfully aimed burst of flame, just strong enough to snap the bowstring and singe some skin. That left only the heavy weapons, which were little threat at all. The well-earned reputation of invincibility that dragons enjoyed was thanks in no small part to the fact that most weapons powerful enough to do any damage were far too slow to be any good. By the time a suitably large ax was raised and ready, Halfax had easily put the wielder on his back with a firm butt of his head or a careful rake of his claws. The broadswords were a bit faster, but exhausting to use. One or two soldiers hacked a shallow notch into his scales--one even drew blood--but by the third swing, no man among them had the strength to manage anything more than a glancing blow.

	In no time at all, each of the men had taken more than he could stand. One by one, they retreated. The final warrior to go was the commander. He was tired and bloodied, but he refused to back away until his sword, a weapon even more battle-scarred than he, broke upon the dragon's back. Finally, he'd had enough. He moved as quickly as his tired body could manage in the direction the others had gone, hand still clutching the broken sword. Halfax gave chase for a few steps, and heaved a blast of flame for good measure. As quickly as it had begun, it was over.

	The beast allowed himself a brief moment of pride, but it flickered away as the sound of frantic hoofbeats began to approach again. From among the trees came the prince. He had managed to get some degree of control over his steed again and was urging it back into the battleground. Halfax planted his feet, drew in a breath, and unleashed a rush of flame. He'd intended it to startle the horse beyond any hope of regaining control and he was, if anything, too successful. The terrified animal thrashed about, turning abruptly enough to hurl the prince from its back. In a hapless tumble of flailing limbs and gleaming armor, he careened toward a tree. A dull thud and a rush of pained breath marked his impact. He fairly wrapped around the trunk before recoiling and tumbling to the ground. Halfax continued on his way, leaving the man wheezing and attempting to reclaim the wind that had been knocked from him.

	“You . . . you come back here!” he managed, crawling after the dragon, “Damn you, beast! Face me!”

	The would-be king struggled to his feet, leaning heavily on the tree.

	“You are a . . . blight on my people! We have been deprived of a valuable hunting ground, a lifeline, by . . . you and your dark sorceress of a master! I swear to all that will hear me that I shall reclaim it for my people. Even if I have to strike you down myself! Even if I have to strike her down mys--”

	He never managed to finish the oath. A sweeping swat of a claw sent him first to the tree, then to the ground. Halfax stood over the now-motionless noble, feeling for a moment as though what had just happened had nothing to do with him. The suggestion that this man would harm Jade robbed him of centuries of carefully cultivated control, allowing a flash of raw anger to take hold for an instant. The result was the crumbled, broken wreck of a human being before him.

	The dragon scolded himself. Killing a prince . . . they would have to leave now. Killing a prince would bring the wrath of a kingdom. He plodded slowly away, but as he did, a nagging sensation that he couldn't place began to make its voice heard. It reminded him of the sense he had used to find Jade all of those years ago. It wasn't something of the body; it was something of the mind, of the spirit. A weak, subtle glow just beyond the point of vision. An aura that only people like Jade shared . . . people who were of a Chosen line . . .

	Halfax turned and rushed back to the fallen prince. It was unmistakable now, glaringly obvious. The aura was not a match for Jade's, but it had the same quality, the same power. This man was of a Chosen bloodline, and a familiar one. It was the one his brother had been tasked with protecting . . . and now he had severed that line . . .

	Prince Lumineblade coughed weakly. The dragon leaned low over the injured noble. The fall from the horse and the one savage attack had not quite been enough to kill him, but death was near. There was too much blood too quickly. He would not survive the night without treatment. He might not survive the hour. There was no other choice, and no time to lose. Halfax scooped up the ailing prince and ran with all of the speed he could muster toward the tower.

	Outside the tower, under the warm sun of its perpetual spring, Jade was tending to her garden when she heard the thundering return of her friend.

	“Hal,” she began without looking, “what was all of that noise? I thought I heard--what happened to you!?”

	She ran to the winded dragon. The handful of places where swords had met their mark oozed blood. None of the wounds were serious, a fact that mattered little to Jade, who was so distracted by the injuries, it took her a moment to notice the cargo Halfax carried.

	“Did this man do this to you?” she hissed.

	“He and his men. You must help him.”

	“Why should I? Did you do anything to deserve those gashes you've got?”

	“I defended myself--and you.”

	“Then he got what he deserved. Drop him somewhere and let me look at those wounds.”

	“You must help him. He is from a Chosen bloodline.”

	“A Chosen blood . . . like me? Is he a member of my family?” she asked, a gleam of hope in her eye.

	“No. He smells like those my brother Windsor was protecting.”

	“Windsor . . .” Jade said, thinking back to the stories of her youth. “Windsor was protecting the Lumineblades. So this is royalty . . .”

	She looked over the ailing human. His wounds were many, and more than one of them would take his life if given the time. Her eyes then turned to the dragon. After the events with Damona, Jade had become very protective of Halfax, and slow to trust others. Her mind told her this was another enemy, come to hurt her and her dear friend. Her heart, though, demanded she do what she could to help. And besides, this was almost certainly a noble. If he didn't come back, there would be more to find him.

	“Fine. Put him inside. I'll fix him up and send him on his way,” she said finally.

	The dragon clutched the young man in the claws of one paw and reached through the doorway, placing him gently on the floor. Immediately, she set to work. Ointments and salves were applied. Clothes were removed to better access the injuries. Wide gashes were stitched, small ones bandaged. It took some time, even with her practiced hand. By the time she'd taken care of the urgent wounds, Halfax had seared his own injuries shut, leaving the injured noble as her only concern. Worse, the man seemed to have developed a fever, and had lost considerably more blood than she'd thought.

	Hours passed. Jade placed a wet cloth on his head, cleaned away dried blood, and did all of the other things healers do when it is out of their hands.

	As she did, she looked over him. Surely this was not the face of a man who would hunt a dragon for sport. His face, even at rest, had a look of intelligence, and a grace that betrayed a dash of elf in his ancestry. That made sense. If he was a part of the Lumineblade dynasty then, according to Halfax, Desmeres Lumineblade and Trigorah Teloran were at the root of his family tree. Each was an elf, at least in part.

	Whatever its heritage, it was a handsome face. As she admired her visitor, he began to stir. She stood and began to prepare for when he would wake.

	 


Chapter 9

	Before long, the prince opened his eyes. He did not recognize his surroundings. Beneath him was a simple cot. A cluttered cottage surrounded him, the smell of simmering food heavy in the air. Outside the window, the golden rays of the setting sun fell upon an apple tree ready for harvest, yet beyond that were snow-covered pines. At the sound of footsteps, he turned to a woman, radiant in her beauty, holding a steaming bowl of broth.

	“Speak,” the girl demanded.

	“I have died. This is paradise,” he murmured.

	“Not quite, I'm afraid. Though it wasn't for lack of trying,” Jade said, handing him the bowl. “Drink."

	The prince accepted the bowl and put it to his lips, the warm, delicious meal trickling down his throat. The fog of sleep cleared, and the memories of his last moments of consciousness returned.

	“I remember now. I fought a dragon . . .” he said.

	“Yes. You did,” Jade said bitterly.

	“Where are my men?” he asked.

	“I wouldn't know.”

	He glanced down.

	“Where are my clothes?” he asked, suddenly realizing the state he was in.

	“In a bloody pile on the ground,” she said, gesturing in their direction, “just like you were a few hours ago.”

	“You undressed me!?” he exclaimed, somewhere between shocked and mortified.

	“It was that or let you bleed to death,” she replied simply.

	He lifted the blanket and quickly lowered it again.

	“You completely undressed me!?”

	“There was a nasty puncture on your thigh. I'm a healer. You haven't got anything I haven't seen before.”

	“M-my dear girl, I am a very--you shouldn't--”

	“You're blushing,” she said with a grin.

	When she'd first learned of what he'd done to Halfax, Jade had been furious at this man. When she saw what state he was in, sympathy overcame her, then concern. Now that he was through the woods, she'd prepared herself for anger again, but something about his flustered stammering was almost endearing.

	“Do you know who I am, miss?” he finally managed.

	“Roughly. One of the Lumineblades, right? A lord or some such.”

	“I am a pr--the prince, miss. Soon to be king!”

	“I see,” she said, unimpressed.

	Halfax had taught Jade much, and the many books had taught her more, but nothing had taught her the finer points of social grace. To her, the prince was just another patient, and an uncooperative one at that. When he tried to rise, blanket wrapped tight about him, she firmly pushed him back to the cot.

	“Lay down. You aren't getting up until I am satisfied you have recovered enough. Eat your soup and I will look you over.”

	She placed a hand on his head, and one by one began to investigate the wounds she'd had to treat. He drank desperately of the contents of the bowl, partially because he was famished, but mostly because he hoped to finish quickly enough to prevent her from asking to peek under the . . .

	“That will be quite unnecessary!” he sputtered as she reached for the blanket, “You've done more than enough, miss.”

	“You need to stop calling me miss,” she replied, fetching a strong-smelling paste and leaning close to apply it to a cut on his head. “What is your name?”

	“I am Prince Terrilius Croyden Lumineblade III.”

	“Well, Terry, I--”

	“Terrilius! Err, Prince Ter--no, Prince Lumin . . .” he stammered, pausing to gently push her away and gather himself before continuing. “The proper style of address for someone in my position is 'Your Highness.'"

	“Your position right now is convalescing in a bed in my home. Naked. I'd say that hardly calls for courtly formalities. Now, my name is Jade Rinton. You can call me Jade.”

	“I . . . yes, well, I suppose that, under the circumstances, a more casual language is allowable. This is, after all, your home. And, er, what do you call this place?” he asked, glancing again to the paradoxically fruitful tree.

	“I just call it home. Or the tower.” She shrugged, ladling out another bowl of broth.

	“The tower. This is Ravenwood Tower. The Wizard's tower?”

	“It is.”

	“Please, miss . . . Jade . . . Miss Jade! Fetch me my clothes, fetch me my weapons! We are both in grave danger--” he urged.

	“Now, now, now. Either you lay back down or I'll have to put you to sleep,” she warned, thrusting the bowl into his hands.

	“Please. I came here to kill a terrible sorceress and her dragon. I've already defeated the beast, now--”

	“That is just a lie.”

	“I assure you. There was a dragon, and I--”

	“Oh, there was a dragon. You didn't kill him.”

	“I succumbed to my wounds, but the dragon must have done so as well, or surely I would not be here speaking to you. It would have killed me.”

	“Hal!”

	“There is a man about? Excellent. He can help me get you to . . .”

	The thundering of the dragon's approach silenced the prince. When Halfax emerged from the trees, the injured man leaped from the bed, hurled the soup messily to the floor, and threw himself in front of Jade.

	“Go! Take shelter. I'll hold him as long as I can!” He proclaimed.

	Halfax leaned low, looking through the doorway and focusing on the prince. The man's eyes flicked about the room until he spotted a knife on the table. He snatched the weapon and held it ready. The moment his fingers touched the blade, Halfax drew his lips back and rumbled a savage growl.

	“Go!” Lumineblade cried, standing firm.

	Man and beast were locked in each other's gaze. Slowly, Jade walked between them clutching a large, worn robe.

	“Cover yourself, Terry,” she said with a smirk. “And, Halfax, step out of the doorway, please. You seem to make Terry nervous.”

	With a final, vicious glare, he stepped aside. His shadow still hung threateningly across the walkway. Terrilius shakily donned the robe, awkwardly doing so without setting down the knife.

	“The beast obeys you,” he said in a hushed tone.

	“I wouldn't call him obedient, but he's obliging if I'm reasonable. That is the dragon you attacked, right?”

	“You . . . You're the sorceress. This is your tower.”

	“Sorceress? I've cast a spell or two, but . . .”

	Before she could finish her thought the prince had bolted for the door, hobbling with remarkable speed out of the cottage and into the icy forest. Jade paced outside and crossed her arms, leaning against Halfax as she watched the injured man disappear into the woods.

	“What a strange fellow. Brave, though. Standing up to you when he thought you might hurt me. Very brave.”

	“He is a fool,” Halfax growled.

	“No one said he can't be both.”

	#

	The rush of intensity carried Terrilius deep into Ravenwood before it wore thin. When it did, it left him barefoot in an unfamiliar forest, clothed only in a robe, and armed only with a small knife. A dozen wounds throbbed, and the frozen air burned at his lungs, but still he willed himself forward. It wasn't fear or duty or even survival that drove him. He simply didn't know what else to do, and he had to do something. His pace dropped from a limping sprint to a painful trudge, and before long to a crawl to spare his freezing feet.

	His plan had been to retreat, regroup, and retry. At the time, it had seemed obvious and natural. Now he was aware of a number of critical flaws in his plan. He had no men to regroup with, nowhere to retreat to, and no means to retry. The thought that he might die had never occurred to him. Not when he fought the dragon, not when he realized the nature of his host, and not now. His only concern was that he could not succeed at his task. A prince did not freeze. A prince did not fall in battle to a dragon. The only fear was disgrace, failure.

	There was the crunch of footsteps. Slowly, he turned to see a pair of feet standing beside him. A moment later, his boots dropped on the ground in front of him. He looked up to see Jade, a blanket under one arm and a steaming flask in one hand.

	“Ready to stop acting like a fool?” she asked.

	“Where is your dragon?” he asked.

	She shook her head and grinned. “My dragon. I asked him to wait back at the tower. I know he makes you nervous.”

	“H-how do I know I can trust you?”

	“What could I possibly do to you that you haven't already done to yourself? If I wanted to kill you, I could have left you the way I found you and let nature take its course.”

	“Y-you could b-be trying to bewitch m-me.”

	“Well, then. Your options are to potentially be bewitched or certainly freeze to death. Would you like a moment to decide?” she asked, holding out a hand.

	After a few more painful breaths, he took her hand and pulled himself up. Jade brushed the snow from him, wrapped him in the blanket, and handed him the flask.

	“Now,” she said, leading him to a fallen log, “we are going to have a seat, you are going to put your boots on, you are going to warm up, and you are going to tell me what all of this is about. Depending on what I hear, I may take you back and fix all of the damage you've done to yourself. Again.”

	It was a curious tone she used as she spoke. She didn't seem to be ordering him about. Rather, she was simply informing him of what would happen. The prince nodded numbly, dropping the knife to wrap both hands around the mercifully warm flask. It contained more of the broth, and the warmth that spread through him as he drank was revitalizing. When the chill finally left his voice, he spoke.

	“I am the prince.”

	“That much I'd gathered.”

	“My father is a good man, but . . . he doesn't rule wisely. He feels it is his duty to keep his people safe, but the only threat he understands is invasion. He thinks a strong army is all he needs. But there are other problems. Disease. Hunger. He ignores them. I know that I can do better, that I can find ways to protect against all of these things, or at least try. When I become king, I will find a way . . . but . . . I have always known I am not respected. Always felt it. I ask questions, I listen. That isn't what princes do, and certainly not what kings do. They act!

	"Still, I didn't think it mattered. When I am king, they will have to respect me. But a man came to me and told me what people really thought . . . and that there were others who would take my throne away if they could. I knew that he was speaking the truth. I've seen them, and I know that my father thinks more highly of they than me. If I want to claim the throne I believe is my birthright, I knew that I would have to do something to earn their respect. He spoke of the sorceress and dragon . . . you, and your beast.”

	“His name is Halfax.”

	“Halfax. For three years, hunting much deeper than the fringe of Ravenwood has been forbidden in order to keep people safe from . . . you. If I could lead a mission to take the forest back, surely I would have their respect again.”

	The prince felt a sense of relief in telling his tale, as though a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Voicing his fears or doubts to anyone in the palace would only make him seem weaker, but for some reason he felt comfortable telling them to Jade. None of this felt real to him. It was like confessing in a dream.

	Jade nodded, adding, “Well, that explains a lot. It doesn't justify anything, but it explains plenty. So what are your plans now?”

	“I . . . don't know. You are not what I had expected. But I can't let my people live in fear of you any more. I need to reclaim the forest. I can't go back without doing so.”

	Terrilius glanced about for a moment, his eyes coming to rest upon the knife where he had dropped it. He then looked to the eyes of his host. She didn't even have the courtesy to look nervous.

	“You trust me not to hurt you? Knowing what I've told you?”

	She chuckled.

	“You were half dead when Halfax brought you in, and if you were to so much as look at me the wrong way, he would have a hard time keeping himself from finishing the job. Let's just say I'm not worried.”

	“But you said you asked him to stay behind.”

	“I did, and yet . . .”

	She turned, prompting him to do the same. Looming over them, nearly close enough to touch them, was Halfax. The prince nearly leaped out of his skin, a firm hand from Jade the only thing that kept him from falling to the ground.

	“I told you he wasn't obedient.”

	“But--how could he--I didn't hear a thing!”

	“He's rather stealthy when he wants to be. Can you walk? Do you need help? I'd like to get you back to the tower and fix the stitches on your leg before you stain my robe too badly.”

	He made his way unsteadily to his feet, relying more than he cared to admit on the steady arm of his host as he did. The pair then made their way slowly back to the tower, Halfax following ominously behind.

	#

	“Here, drink this, it will help with the pain,” Jade said when they reached her home.

	“That is not necessary,” he assured her.

	“It isn't necessary because the one I poured down your throat while you were unconscious hasn't quite worn off yet. It will soon, and I'm about to run this through your leg a few times,” she said, holding up a needle.

	With what little dignity he could salvage, the prince took the cup and drained its contents. Almost as soon as the last drop was swallowed, the pain from his many wounds faded to little more than a dull ache. When she went to work with her needle, he was aware of it as a distant prickling sensation.

	“Your magical skill is remarkable, sorceress,” the prince said, “I am glad to know that your talents can be used for good as well as evil.”

	Jade stopped and narrowed her eyes at him briefly before resuming her task.

	“First, I haven't cast any spells on you, and I don't intend to,” she said as she worked. “That is a potion, so I wouldn't be a sorceress, I'd be an alchemist. Second, I've only cast perhaps five spells in my life. I would hardly call that a mastery of sorcery.”

	“But you control the dragon! Do not dare suggest that you trained this beast to behave as it does.”

	“Well, you're right about the training. The only things I ever taught him were how to cook and how to tend a garden. Most of the training went in the other direction.”

	“I don't understand.”

	“He raised me, Terry. Right here in this very tower, ever since I was six years old. Which reminds me. If you really thought he and I were so dangerous, why did you wait until three years ago to put a stop to all of the hunting?”

	“Do not try to fool me. It was three years ago that you came to this place. Hundreds of my people witnessed you soaring overhead on the back of your beast, and you brought with you a storm impossibly brief and impossibly potent.”

	“Listen, I am telling you, I have lived here for twelve years! You can ask the people of Rook, they know me there. And besides, the last storm was--oh. Oh, I understand.”

	“What?”

	“You'll see in a bit. Feet!” she said, sitting in a chair before him and patting her lap.

	He automatically raised his feet and put them on her lap. It wasn't until she was halfway through unlacing his boots that he paused to question why she had asked for his feet--or, for that matter, why he had given them. It was something in the way she spoke, the way she seemed to assume she would have cooperation when she asked for it. Or perhaps it was the way she seemed to be so comfortable, so at ease in what she was doing. One simply felt obliged to obey. Terrilius told himself that it must be magic, but somehow it felt . . . natural.

	“What are you doing?”

	“You were running around in a frozen forest with your bare feet while under the effects of a pain-dulling potion. Between frostbite and jagged ice, I would like to make sure you still have all of your toes,” she explained.

	His feet were indeed a sorry sight, but a few dabs of medicine and a few bandages set them right again.

	“Good, now get dressed. I'll show you what you came here to find,” Jade said, handing to the still robe-clad prince the stained clothing he had been wearing beneath his armor.

	“I--you--well, turn around, please,” the prince replied.

	With a grin, Jade turned until the prince was finished.

	“All done? Follow me, and walk gently. I'm not sewing that leg up again.”

	Jade walked with the prince in tow for several minutes. There were a dozen things that should have been occupying the mind of the young nobleman. He should have been thinking about what she was bringing him to see, or perhaps what other things she might have done to him in the course of healing him.

	Terrilius's mind, though, was firmly and unshakably focused on the woman before him. She was gorgeous, certainly, but there was no shortage of beauty in the castle. Likewise she was intelligent, and indeed there was not nearly enough of that. To the prince, the most impressive facet of Jade was her attitude. She had an honesty and confidence that he simply had never encountered before. The other nobles, the servants, the diplomats . . . they all behaved the same way. They spoke to the title, not to the man. A veneer of respect over a sea of contempt was the attitude he had come to expect from others. This woman, regardless of everything else, spoke to him as an individual. He wasn't Prince Terrilius. He was Terry. It was unsettling, disorienting, and fascinating.

	They approached a clearing that resembled the remains of a dismantled lumber camp. The jagged, half-rotten stumps of trees that looked like they had been snapped off jutted from the ground. A mound of snow-covered rubble lay at one end of the clearing. For the most part, the place was dominated by a shallow black crater of charred earth. The air carried a vague but stinging odor, like burnt flesh and strong acid. There was a different quality to the cold as well. Something about it cut deeper here, creeping its icy fingers up the spine and into the mind.

	“This is where it happened. Three years ago. A woman came. I don't know where she came from or what sent her, but she was certainly a sorceress. It must have been she who your people had seen,” Jade said, with a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold, “That was a terrible day. I remember it so well. It was all Halfax could do to defeat her, and it almost cost him his life. That's what gave him the scar. That's what ruined his wings.”

	Terrilius looked into the crater as she continued.

	“Three years . . . and snow still refuses to fall where she died. She rode in on this . . . thing,” the young woman continued, walking over to the pile of rubble and brushing aside enough snow to reveal a skull-like head. “Halfax calls it a dragoyle. Nasty thing, but not nearly as nasty as her.”

	The prince looked over the decayed creature. The thought crossed his mind that she could be lying, but . . . the evil in this place was unmistakable. It hung in the air, pressing in on the mind like an oppressive heat. He didn't feel so much as a hint of the same from Jade. If this was what remained of a true evil sorceress, and it could be nothing else, then the woman beside him was nothing of the sort.

	“If you came to defeat her, your job was done for you long ago.”

	“So it would seem . . .”

	“You honestly came here hoping to defeat those two just to prove yourself worthy for the throne?”

	“I did, and to restore the use of the forest to my people. Now it isn't to be.”

	“Well, the woods are yours. Ravenwood is massive. I didn't run into any hunters or the like in the years prior to your father's denial of access. I see no reason why anything would change.”

	“That is a blessing for my people, but it will do nothing for my standing among my peers,” Terrilius said woefully.

	Jade looked to the prince's down-turned mouth. He didn't seem angry or disappointed. Not once had he even lashed out about Halfax attacking him. There was nothing in his expression but regret and failure. He wanted glory, but not for any of the reasons that men normally sought it. To him it was a currency, a means to achieve what he felt he must.

	“I am sorry to have disturbed you in this place. And I am sorry to have accused you. I will leave you to your tower, and I thank you on behalf of my kingdom for your aid.”

	“You aren't going anywhere just yet,” Jade replied.

	“I don't understand. I feel well enough.”

	“Again, only so long as the painkiller lasts, and I'm afraid you won't be getting another. It helps during treatment, but it slows the healing. When it wears off, I've got to administer something to speed the healing or I guarantee that one of those open wounds is going to take a turn for the worse, and in your state I doubt you'd survive it. In a few hours, you are going to become keenly aware of how many of your ribs Halfax managed to break, and how close he came to doing the same to your right arm.”

	“I must return to the castle.”

	“You will, but even with the help of healing potions, it is going to be at least another day before I feel you are ready to be bopping along on the back of a horse without rattling your bones apart again,” she said.

	“Men will come looking for me.”

	“Good. It will save us the trouble of tracking down your horse. Come on, back to the tower,” she said, placing a hand upon his shoulder.

	The short journey back to the tower was a quiet one. Terrilius had a look of despair that tugged at Jade's heart.

	“Look, for three years everyone took it for granted that there was an evil sorceress in the forest. No one, not even the others vying for the crown, tried to confront her until you did. That has to be worth something,” she offered.

	“Spare me your sympathy, Miss Jade. I appreciate the kindness, but it simply isn't necessary. Is there anything I can do to aid my recovery?”

	“As little as possible. When we get back to the tower, you should just lie down and rest. The treatments are going to be taxing your body's resources fairly heavily, and you'll be feeling it soon. You are in for a rough few days.”

	When they reached the tower once more, she laid him down on the cot and began issuing orders.

	“Sleep if you can. There's broth in the pot and a bowl on the table. Eat if you're hungry. In fact, eat even if you aren't hungry. Healing up those breaks and tears in days instead of weeks is going to take every drop of raw material you can muster, so try to keep your belly full. I'll be tending to the garden and some other chores. Yell if you need me . . . and don't touch anything.”

	Terrilius lay upon the cot and gazed out the window at the snowy forest. As thoughts of failure and sorrow swirled in his mind, he squinted at the shadows between the trees. Just visible was the form of Halfax. Watching. With that chilling reality sitting heavily among the churning thoughts, he tried to get to sleep.

	 


Chapter 10

	It was hours before Jade offered more than a glimpse indoors to check on her patient. She was unaccustomed to company, and thus left something to be desired as a hostess. The sun was setting when she was through for the day. Her first stop was the pot of broth. Nearly empty.

	“At least he follows orders,” she muttered to herself.

	She turned to the cot. He was lying where she had left him, but one look was all it took to know that sleep was not in his future. Sweat dripped from his forehead and drenched his clothes. His fists were clenched so tight they trembled, and his face bore a look of iron-hard concentration. The pain had returned, and it was clearly all he could do to bear it. She placed a hand upon his forehead. It was burning again. This was to be expected. His injuries had been severe, and while the things she had learned allowed her to work wonders, those wonders came at a cost.

	“I'd like to tell you the worst is over, but . . . there is more on the way. Much more. Try to imagine it as all of the pain and suffering you would have felt over the normal healing process, but compressed into just a few hours. It is going to be an ordeal.”

	His only reply was the quick, short hiss of his breathing.

	“Listen, you need to try to focus on something else. If you don't distract yourself, it will seem a thousand times worse.”

	He turned his bloodshot eyes to her before shutting them again.

	“Here,” she said, taking his hand and holding it tightly, “I'm right here. Talk to me. Was it worth it? Knowing how you feel now, and knowing that the sorceress and her beast would have left you in an even worse state, do you still feel like you needed to do this?”

	“Yes, it was worth it! Even to try!” he growled through the pain.

	“Really? Why?”

	“Because a king needs to be more than a general! A king needs to care about more than borders. He . . . he sees Tressor and . . . they have an army. A massive one. They are not threatening, not moving, but . . . he sees an army, and he thinks the only way he can be safe is to have a bigger one. But we can't! We don't have the population for that! They will always have a bigger army. And when we begin massing troops, Kenvard and Ulvard start building up troops. It is dangerous! Unnecessary! There are better ways!”

	His words were wild, passionate. They flew forth, propelled by pain and frustration and by the pressure of being held back for so long. Once spoken, though, the intensity quickly began to drain from his eyes and his mind began to wrap itself tightly about the pain again.

	“Keep going. You have a better way? You would do it differently if you were king?”

	“I . . . I . . . of course!” he said, grasping her hand in his. “Kingdoms don't go to war for no reason. They need things! Tressor has plenty of food, but barely any mines and very few forests. Vulcrest straddles the Rachis Mountains. We . . . everything you pull out of a mountain, we have to spare! But we have so little farmland.”

	“And?”

	“We should give them copper, iron, coal. In return . . . they give us grain. Now . . . we need them. They need us. We don't need to try to match their army, because they can't afford to attack us and lose the trade!”

	“That's . . . that's brilliant. Keep going! What else?”

	For hours, through the worst of the pain, Terrilius spoke of the woes of his land and the solutions he envisioned. Some were flawed, others were inspired. Many were sweeping, revolutionary changes. They surely would require the full power of the throne to apply--but, in light of the troubles he described, they seemed nothing short of necessary. Widespread hunger, devastating disease outbreaks . . . all manner of problems plagued his people.

	Jade had lived in this paradise for so long, and with her skills had helped to ease the suffering of the town of Rook so much, that she had forgotten the sorry state of the world that she had left behind. She'd managed to convince herself that things could not be as bad as she remembered. But to hear him speak of it, they were far worse.

	Finally the pain crested and began to recede. Jade sat beside him and continued to hold his hand for more than an hour after exhaustion finally claimed him. He spoke with such dedication, such drive. It was unlike anyone she'd met, except perhaps Halfax. There was a spirit, a life to him when he spoke of those things he truly cared about. It made her care, too. For the first time since had she begged Halfax to take her to this place, Jade cared about the world outside of the niche she'd carved for herself. She wished he was awake again, so that he could hear him speak more of his kingdom and beyond . . . or simply just to hear him speak . . .

	Throughout the night, Halfax had watched. Just because the boy was of a protected bloodline did not mean that the dragon trusted him. The prince had been planning to kill her, after all. His change of heart upon learning the truth could be an act. It was for this reason, the beast told himself, that he must watch. Deep inside though, far closer to his heart than he would ever allow himself to admit, there was another reason. He'd watched many generations of humans from afar. He knew the signs, the patterns. The way that she was looking at him, and he at her even through the pain, was familiar. He had seen many families begin with the same look. It was something that had been a long time coming. Something well past due. It was a sign that Jade would soon be ready to return to her own kind, to live the life that she deserved. It should have been what he was waiting for, what he wanted . . .

	But he didn't want it now. Not now. In his heart, he wasn't ready.

	For a dragon, everything is fleeting. Decades of memories blur together in the same way that days blur into each other for humans. Anything that takes less than a hundred years may as well be a blink of the eye. These twelve years . . . twelve short years . . . He never would have chosen this life for himself. He'd resisted it, planned constantly for the time when it would mercifully come to an end. But it had become comfortable. He had felt things he had never expected. Pride at watching her grow and learn. Fulfillment in teaching and protecting her. Happiness . . .

	He dug his claws deeper into the ground. No. This was right. This was good. She would move on, as she should have years ago. It was as it should be. The rest didn't matter.

	#

	Terrilius woke the next afternoon to a ravenous hunger, a dull ache over his entire body, and the desire to sleep for another day. In a chair beside the cot was Jade. She was fast asleep, a book open upon her chest. He rose from the cot slowly, every joint in his body clicking and popping from lack of use. He managed to make it to his feet, but dizziness forced him to the cot again. Beside him was a pitcher of cool water and some coarse bread and dry meat. Hardly the courtly breakfast he was accustomed to, but at the moment his stomach assured him that it would do. He was stuffing his mouth in a distinctly unregal manner when his host awoke.

	“Oh, oh, you're awake,” she said, the residue of sleep slurring her words somewhat.

	She closed the book and placed it on the table before standing and leaning over him. Rather than interrupting him, or even asking him, she began to test this part of his body and that, nodding thoughtfully as she did. A poke at the ribs, a squeeze at a shoulder and knee, and various gentle tests later, she spoke.

	“No more bleeding, that's good. Still a bit swollen. Still a bit bruised. The breaks are almost finished knitting. That rapid healing treatment is really something, isn't it? How do you feel?” she asked. "Besides hungry."

	“Tired. And sore.”

	“Your fingers look to be working just fine. I was a bit worried about your jaw, but if you can chew that stuff, you're fine. Move your feet a bit, would you? Yes. Yes, it looks like the potions did their work. A few aches when the weather is bad will be your only reminder of this little adventure.”

	Terrilius swallowed the last of the meat and water.

	“I thank you for your aid, and, again, I apologize for my foolishness. If you can lend me a horse, I will be on my way to the castle.”

	“I don't have a horse. When I need to go somewhere, I ride Hal.”

	“Well, then I . . .”

	He paused at the sound of rapidly retreating footsteps on the snow. Outside the window, he caught the merest glimpse of Halfax disappearing among the trees.

	“Where is he off to?”

	“Probably to find you a horse. I rather think Halfax is eager to be rid of you.”

	“He tried to kill me.”

	“You and your men tried to kill him, and planned to kill me. You can't fault Halfax for doing a better job. Besides, he brought you to me to fix you up, so that should set things right.”

	“I hardly think that it does . . . but it doesn't matter. It probably would have been better for my kingdom if he had killed me. This fiasco only proves how worthless I really am.”

	“Now, Terry, that's not true.”

	“It is! The very fact that I am still in this place is proof enough that my own men despise me. In the past, wars have been fought to secure the land where a royal had fallen. For me, they are unwilling to face a single dragon. But I do not blame them. What reason have I given them to respect me?”

	“Precisely!” Jade snapped angrily, “What reason have you given them to respect you? For heaven's sake, Terry, you are a prince! Have some self-worth! I've only known you for two days, but in that time I've learned an awful lot about you. I've learned that you have ideas, good ones. I've learned that you've got more drive than a dozen men when you find something you care about. And yet somehow you think that none of that is enough to be a leader. How can you expect people to respect you if you don't respect yourself!?”

	“I have done nothing of any worth in my life.”

	“Nothing? For three years, your father thought there was a terrible sorceress and her terrible dragon in this very tower. Who was the first one in all of that time to try to do something about it? You! You were doing it to prove you were a man worthy to lead, but anyone willing to risk it all for something they believe in is already worthy to lead. And you faced a dragon and lived to tell about it! I was going to fix up your scars, but--”

	She smashed a vial on the floor, filling the room with a sharp scent.

	“--to hell with it! You want people to respect you? You wear those scars like a trophy! And if that doesn't work, you come back here and you drag the head of that black dragon thing from the ground and give them a real trophy! You can lie and tell them you killed it with your bare hands and they will never know, but it won't matter, because they will never truly believe in you until you stand up straight and give them someone to believe in!”

	Jade was out of breath, eyes wide and mind slowly catching up with what it had allowed to slip from her lips.

	“Do you really--” he began.

	His thought was cut short by approaching hoofbeats. A horse burst into the clearing. Not just any horse, but the very one that the prince had been knocked from when he first encountered the dragon. Halfax stalked in the shadows, his very presence enough to keep the frightened steed within the clearing that so few animals would venture into.

	“Go! Get on your horse, go back to your people, and be the man you know you can be!” she demanded, pointing out the door.

	The prince looked her in the eye, then looked to his horse. When his gaze returned to her, there was a look of resolve in his eyes. Without another word, he left the tower and climbed atop the horse. Halfax was nowhere to be found, vanished in order to permit the prince to leave. And so he rode off.

	The dragon appeared again when the sound of hooves faded into the distance. He watched as Jade stood in the doorway, her eyes straining to watch the strange visitor leave. He knew from the look in her eye that her heart and mind went with him.

	#

	If there had been any doubt that the young man had made an impression upon her, the days that followed put it to rest. She spoke only of "Terry." She told of the ideas he'd had, of the remarkably swift recovery. Sometimes she spoke of things that irritated her, other times of things she had admired, but always she spoke of him.

	Halfax weathered the constant conversation with his usual stoicism, but beneath the surface, his emotions churned. Anger, resentment, and acceptance clashed within him at the mention of the prince's name. Those tossed about upon a sea of emotion often become adept at concealing them. The dragon, his feelings usually so subdued, was unaccustomed to such things. It was weeks later. as he and Jade strolled leisurely side by side, returning from one of their frequent trips to forage for herbs, that the young woman finally spoke up.

	“Is something wrong?” she asked, stooping to pluck a sprig from between two stones.

	“No.”

	“You seem distant. More so than usual.”

	“There is nothing wrong,” he rumbled.

	“Clearly. Well, you are certainly acting differently. Ever since you brought Terry.”

	The dragon released a brief, involuntary growl at the sound of the name.

	“I thought so. Are you still angry at him? You and I both know it was a simple misunderstanding when he wanted to kill me.”

	“It doesn't matter.”

	“You don't feel bad about hurting him, do you? He made a full recovery, and he did everything to deserve it. There is nothing to feel guilty about.”

	“I do not feel guilty.”

	“Then why act this way? It isn't as though . . . Hal?”

	The dragon had stopped, eyes suddenly locked on the tower between the trees in the distance.

	“What is it, Hal?”

	“He is here.”

	“Terry?” she asked, a heavy dose of excitement in her voice tempered with a dash of confusion.

	“He is in the tower.”

	Jade squinted into the distance and could just make out the form of a horse standing uneasily outside the ring of good weather. She took a few dozen steps toward the tower, fairly giddy with the prospect of another visit, but stopped when she realized that Halfax was not following.

	“Well? Aren't you coming?”

	“It would be best if I kept my distance.”

	“Humph. Suit yourself,” she said, quickly continuing on her way.

	At the sound of her approach, Terrilius appeared at the doorway.

	“Terry!” She said with a wide smile.

	“Hello, Miss Jade, I . . .” he began, holding out a hand to take hers in a courtly greeting.

	She pushed the gesture aside in favor of a hug that seemed to make the prince every bit as uncomfortable as it did the dragon.

	“What brings you back to the tower?” she asked, bringing him inside and sitting him down.

	“I wished to thank you.”

	“Oh, no thanks needed, Terry. You were in bad shape when you came here last. I couldn't very well leave you to die . . . though I was tempted, looking at what your men did to Hal.”

	“Er, yes. Of course, I am quite grateful for that, but you did more for me that day than repair my body.”

	“I don't think I did . . .” she said doubtfully.

	“I encountered some of my own men as I left the tower. It was a small search party that was afraid to venture near to where your dragon was encountered. The sight of me alive, and with the scars, after what the others had told of the beast's attack . . .”

	“Defense, you mean.”

	“Yes, defense. Well, my survival did wonders for my reputation. When I returned to castle, I began to think of what you'd said. About my ideas. About confidence. You lit a fire in me that day. I said my piece, and my father . . . listened. Already I can sense a difference in the way I am treated, in the way that I am seen. It is thanks to you and your advice.”

	“No, no, no. I didn't do anything but tell you what you should have already known.”

	“So you say, but how could you have known? You and I had met only a day prior, and you revealed to me things about myself that even I didn't know.”

	“Well, I've spent more than a few nights by the bedside. Pain, disease. They strip away a few layers. Let you see what's underneath. There is a lot to see.”

	“Well, in light of your help in saving my life and my future, I wish to reward you,” he said, pulling open a large sack.

	“Entirely unnecessar--is that a full moon herb? And a telra root?”

	She reached into the bag and rummaged around.

	“Powdered lapis! Dried cutleaf!” She exclaimed as she pulled each from the bag.

	“We haven't a single scholar who knows a thing about potions and magics as you do, but these were a few rare substances my advisers tell me were valued by the mystics of the past.”

	“You have no idea the good I can do with some of this. Do you have a source for these ingredients? Can you give me a name? With a ready supply, I could--”

	“If they are useful to you, I shall see that you have more than you shall ever need. But I did not come here only to give you gifts.”

	“I imagine you'll want your armor back, too.”

	“Well, yes, but I had hoped, perhaps, you might share with me some more of your insight.”

	“About what?”

	“My father has agreed to attempt to open trade with Tressor, but there is much to consider. I could think of no one whose thoughts I would value more highly than yours.”

	“Of course I'll help, Terry!”

	#

	And so it began. He stayed for two days, and in that time, they discussed everything from royal diplomacy to the methods Jade used to keep her garden so healthy. Not a month later, he had returned again, with bags of gifts and a head full of questions. The visits became a regular occurrence, which Jade eagerly looked forward to.

	With each appearance, and with each discussion, the tone of their interactions subtly changed. Jade asked questions of the prince now. She asked about the places she'd read of in her books. She asked of other lands, of great festivals. Tales of life in the castle fascinated her. As they spoke they smiled and laughed. And all the while, Halfax watched from afar.

	Again, the dragon was no stranger to the ways of humans. His duty in protecting generation after generation of humans had seen him bear witness to dozens of flowering relationships. She had feelings for him, and he for her. It was in their eyes, in the tone of their voice, in their posture, even their scent. Each time they spoke, Jade seemed more interested in his tales of the capital, and Terrilius more insistent that she become an official adviser.

	Thus, when the prince approached one day not upon a horse but inexpertly leading a carriage, Halfax knew precisely the reason why.

	 


Chapter 11

	There was no true road to Jade's tower. It hadn't been a problem when the prince had come by horseback, but navigating even the small carriage between the trees and over the rough ground was no small task. Terrilius struggled with the reins and quietly cursed his inability to find a willing driver. Despite his many trips to the tower and back, none of his soldiers or his servants were ever willing to accompany him, so great was their fear of Halfax and so stubborn their distaste for the man he had been. It was fortunate in that it provided the prince with a measure of privacy for his meetings with Jade, but it meant that he was left to guide the carriage with his own hand.

	Suddenly, the horse, increasingly hesitant as they traveled, faltered and refused to go any further. There was little doubt as to why.

	“You know that I mean her no harm, dragon,” he spoke aloud, trying to keep his voice from shaking.

	 The prince's eyes were wide, sweeping the shadows that suddenly seemed so dark and numerous.

	“You have kept your distance since that day, dragon. A wise decision. Why stop me now?”

	“Because until now, you brought things with you. Today you mean to take something away,” the beast replied.

	His voice was a rattling growl, deep and resounding, and powerful enough to shake little cascades of snow from the trees. It was the first time the young man had heard Halfax speak, and it chilled him to the bone. Terrilius drew his weapon, a well-made and pristine short sword, and tried to steady himself once more.

	“Jade is coming with me,” the prince stated, sword held low but ready.

	“Yes. She is,” Halfax rumbled.

	Like lightning, his tail lashed forward, striking the sword and whipping it away. When it was well out of reach, he slid from the shadows, eyes locked on the young man.

	“She is going with you. Not because it is what you want. Because it is what she wants.”

	“And you will allow her?”

	“It is not my place to allow her or disallow her. She does as she wishes. Her life is her own, to live as she sees fit. And she wants to be with you.

	"But know this. I will never be far from her. I will always be watching. If you ever hurt her, if you ever fail her, if you allow even a single tear to run down her cheek . . . there is nowhere you can go that I can’t follow. There is nowhere you can hide that I can’t find you. And when I do, there won’t be enough of you left to bury.”

	He stepped forward until his snout was inches from the prince’s face, smoldering breath nearly singeing the boy’s hair.

	“They won’t even find your bones.”

	With those ominous words, Halfax slipped back into the shadows. Moments later, though there had been not a whisper of sound, the dragon was gone. The carriage continued on its way, reaching the tower not long after. The prince entered, and from his place in the forest, Halfax watched. He watched Jade's eyes light up at the sight of him. He watched her consider the noble’s words and he watched her, with a joyful embrace, accept.

	“Hal!” Her voice rang out.

	The dragon paced toward the tower, Terrilius leaving to ready the carriage. The two exchanged a tense look as they passed. Jade was standing in the doorway, her expression vaguely uncertain.

	“What is it?” the beast asked.

	“He wants me to go with him, Halfax,” Jade said, something between excitement and anxiety in her voice.

	“Do you want to go with him?” he asked.

	“I do. I really do. I never realized how backward things were. It wasn’t just my home village. It isn’t just Rook. The whole world has turned its back on knowledge. I have so much to offer. I can help so many people. He wants to make me his head adviser . . . and . . . when the time comes . . . his queen. If I go with him, I can change things. The two of us can bring a little light back into the world. You and I can--”

	“No.”

	“What? What do you mean no?”

	“There cannot be you and I. Not anymore. Not if you go with him to the capital.”

	“Why not?”

	“There is no place for me there.”

	“We can find a place for you! He has a palace!”

	“A dragon does not belong in a city. The people would not allow it.”

	“He's the prince!” she exclaimed in rising desperation, tears beginning to flow. “He can order the guards to leave you alone. He can order the people to--”

	“He cannot order them not to hate and fear me. He cannot order them not to see me as an enemy, and you as a traitor for bringing me. I cannot protect you if we are surrounded by terrified people. I'll watch over you, and if something threatens you, I will be there for you. But I cannot be by your side.”

	“Then . . . then I won't go! I'll find another way!”

	“That isn't what you want.”

	“I want . . . I want you to be a part of my life, Halfax, I . . . I know I never said it, because I know how uncomfortable it makes you when I show you affection, but . . . I love you, Halfax. You are the closest thing I have to a father. You gave me shelter and food, and you raised me. Everything I am is because of you. I'm thankful for that, but you gave me something else that has meant so much more. You gave me you. You were my family when mine was taken away. I don't want to lose you like I lost them.”

	“You aren't losing me. I will always be watching you. You may not see me, but I will always be there.”

	“But . . . I . . .”

	Jade looked Halfax hard in the eye. She didn't see anger there--or hatred, or malice. She saw instead acceptance, peace, and sorrow. He wasn't doing this to hurt her, because she was abandoning him. He was doing it because he believed it was right. Deep inside, she knew it was, too. It was time.

	“So . . . back to normal for you, then. Lurking in the shadows, making sure nothing hurts me. Just like you've done for everyone before me.” She sniffled, wiping away some tears and attempting a smile. “This must seem so silly for you. Me crying like a baby when you've had to do this so many times before.”

	“No. Never like this. Most of those before you didn't even know I was there. Those who did treated me like a curse, or a blessing. I was just a force in their lives. Each of them had been my burden. My responsibility. My duty. You are the only one who has simply been . . . mine.”

	For a moment, there were no more words. Jade stepped forward and embraced the dragon's neck. He clutched her lightly to him with his paw. When the moment was over, Jade stepped back and smiled through the tears once more.

	“Well, I suppose that’s it, then. They have a place for me in the palace. I don't suppose there is anything here I need to bring. I'll leave my things. If you ever end up with another stubborn brat like me, at least they'll have something to read.”

	She sniffled again, and began to walk toward the small carriage the prince had waiting.

	“I'll miss your cooking!” she called back to him. “And don't think I've forgotten about your wings! I'll keep searching for something to fix them, and if I find it, I'll track you down whether you like it or not!”

	She climbed into the carriage and turned back. The dragon was gone.

	“Goodbye . . .” she whispered.

	The carriage creaked off into the distance. When it was out of sight, Halfax slipped from the shadows. He took a few steps toward the stable, his eyes on the handful of coins that made up his hoard. Standing over them, his eyes turned to the distant sound of the carriage. He touched a claw to the crudely engraved amulet that hung about his neck. A moment later he was on their trail, carefully out of sight, the coins left behind.

	#

	An aging man sat alone at a table in the town of Isintist. His mind drifted back to years ago. It had all seemed to be turning around then, it--

	“It all seemed to be going your way,” a voice uttered, finishing his thought, “didn't it, Mr. Drudder?”

	The man's head snapped around to see a face from his past he'd hoped never to see again. It was the elf. Thanks to his kind's frustrating freedom from the ravages of age, the scoundrel didn't look a day older. He could have stepped straight from Drudder's memory.

	“What are you doing here!?”

	“Plans often go awry, Mr. Drudder. I, for instance, have had an irritating number of schemes fail of late. For instance, do you remember Jade? The little girl I suggested that you pitch to the dragon?”

	“Y-yeah.”

	“The plan was for her to die. Just as her family died when you, in response to my own musings, touched a torch to her home.”

	“Yeah.”

	“I had my own reasons for wanting the lot of them dead, though, of course, it was you who performed the act. You see, Drudder, there are a number of very important families. Families descended from a handful of individuals I've had to deal with in the past. If I ever want to take another stab at what I was working toward back then, it would be immensely useful to end those families now. The Chosen bloodlines. There are only three left, and I've whittled each of them down to little more than a single representative. But these last ones . . . the dragon, the girl, and the prince . . . they are tenacious.”

	“What prince are--”

	“Jade, for instance. Good heavens, is she a lucky one. Dodged the fire, naturally. I knew the dragon wouldn't kill her. Still, I genuinely thought that the classic scenario would play out. A damsel in distress under the watchful eye of a fearsome dragon. Egad, she even found her way into the highest room in the tallest tower. It should have brought the glory-hunters crawling out of the woodwork. A veritable army to slay that dragon. But it wasn't to be. The damned girl was just too lucky, and the damned dragon too good at his job. He was even too smart to kill you, even though you richly deserved it.”

	“The dragon didn't kill the girl!?” Drudder stammered, falling further and further behind the conversation.

	“I tried the more direct approach, obviously. I armed someone, made a weapon of her, and I sent her off. It didn't work. I contemplated giving up then and there, but what can I say? I like a challenge. In situations like this, if you want to succeed, you need to be even more direct, put your own hands on the thing, or else find a different route to victory all together. So I threw the three bloodlines together. And do you know what happened? That girl is going to be a queen! It seems like a failure on my part, doesn't it?”

	“I don't understand!”

	“But look at it from the bird's eye. There are three bloodlines now. When they are wed, there will be two. One less than before. I've eliminated a bloodline without killing any of them. I'm rather proud of that. So proud, in fact, that it has got me in a charitable mood. I'll let her have her happily ever after. Perhaps in a few generations I'll have another go, but she's earned a respite.”

	“Listen to me!” Drudder screamed, finally at wit's end, “I killed the Rintons and I killed that little girl for me! For the land! And that little girl, she was a witch! She had to die! I don't need you coming to me, after all of these years, and telling me I was doing it for you! That it was some insane plan! So if you are feeling so charitable, then why don't you leave me alone. Take your lies and get off of my land!”

	The stranger grinned as his host tried to catch his breath, fury in his eyes.

	“You idiot. I'm not feeling charitable to you. All you did was play the villain, and if Jade is to have the fairytale ending she so richly deserves, we can't very well allow the wicked stepfather to escape justice, now can we?”

	Suddenly, the door to the house was kicked open. An ancient man, clinging to a walking stick to remain erect, stood surrounded by the strongest men the town had to offer. The muscle rushed into the room, restraining Drudder and the stranger. Delnick, the shriveled but still sharp-minded elder, stepped inside and stood face to wizened face.

	“I always suspected you, Drudder. That Rinton house didn't just burn down all of those years ago,” Delnick wheezed, “and in my town, we don't forget a murder."

	“I didn't, I swear!”

	“I'm half deaf, and even I heard you crying out your confession. I'm not a complicated man. I believe in simple punishments. You killed those folks. You and your elf here. So I figure it is long past time for you two to swing. Tonight!”

	In the light of the moon, a man could already be seen through the doorway draping a rope over a branch outside.

	“Why!? Why would you do this!? You'll be killed, too!” Drudder raved to the stranger as he was dragged outside.

	“Death isn't as thorough a punishment for some as it is for others,” he said calmly.

	“Keep your mouth shut, stranger,” Delnick warned.

	“Please,” he replied with a grin, “call me Epidime.”

	#

	As Jade had suggested, life for Halfax returned to what it had been before he encountered Jade. The capital of Vulcrest was nestled among the mountains at the very northernmost point on the continent. Among the icy peaks were an endless array of perches and alcoves. He settled himself into a cave, the same that had, at one time, been used by his brother before him, and stood vigilant in the cliffs around the castle. Hunting was scarce, but his skills were enough to keep himself fed. And so the days began to blend into weeks, months, and years.

	There came prosperity, and peace. First as prince, then as king, Terrilius ushered in allegiance and partnership between nations. First as adviser, then as queen, Jade brought with her the teachings she had earned in the tower, and the dedication to show the world that knowledge was not to be feared but embraced. A long, dark age began finally to see dawn. The clouds of ignorance parted, and society began to take its first steps back into the light. True, as with all changes of the guard, it was not without incident. There were skirmishes, plots, and threats, but swift action by the royal guard--and, more than once, by Halfax himself--set things right again.

	Things were as they should be. Each piece in its place.

	#

	“This will do,” the queen said with a smile.

	Queen Jade, while much beloved by her subjects, did have some quirks that puzzled the palace staff. In general, she did not allow her servants to serve. Many of the activities seen as well below the concern of a royal were cheerfully undertaken personally. She spent far more time in the kitchen, or the infirmary, or the freshly reestablished library than in the throne room. Now she had been asked to be brought to a remote, icy field far to the southwest of the palace with nary an explanation given.

	It had been nearly ten years since she had left the tower and just a bit more than two since she had become Queen. The time had, if anything, made her more beautiful, bestowing upon Jade a grace and wisdom every bit the complement to her radiance. She flashed a smile to those servants who had accompanied her.

	“You can head back to Tus Point tavern for a few hours.”

	“Which of us, your Majesty?” asked the most senior of her three escorts.

	“All of you!” she said brightly, “I need a few hours to clear my head, and this is just the place to do it. Go, with my blessings, and enjoy yourselves. A few moments alone with my thoughts are all I'm after.”

	“Alone? But what if-”

	“Don't make me order you. You know how I hate to do that,” she said politely.

	Reluctantly, she was left with her carriage while the driver, the guard, and the handmaiden shared two horses back to the town in the nearby valley. Jade watched them go. When they disappeared behind the hills at the edge of the field, she turned to the mountains. After a time, a form appeared and moved, fast and low to the ground, toward her. Despite the fact that it was a green shape moving against a white landscape, if she didn't keep her eyes carefully trained on it the form slipped quickly from notice. In no time at all, her old friend was standing before her.

	“It has been too long, Hal,” she said, hugging the creature, “Too, too long.”

	“You shouldn't do this. If people were to see . . .”

	“Honestly, Hal, you make it sound like I'm having an affair,” she said mischievously, “Besides, there is someone I want you to meet.”

	Jade turned to the carriage and opened the door. Carefully she turned back, clutching what appeared to be a small bundle of fine cloth. Gently she pulled aside a flap of cloth, revealing the tiny pink face of a baby girl, sleeping soundly in her mother's arms.

	“I would have liked this to be a surprise, but I know you've been watching me all along, just as you said you would,” she said softly, “I wanted to name her after you, but, well . . . Halfax as a girl's name, even for a princess . . . It wouldn't do. But then I thought back to that story. The one you used to tell when I couldn't sleep? The one about the Chosen that fought for this world . . . Halfax . . . Say hello to Myn.”

	“My mother? You named her for my mother?” he uttered, in a gentle a voice as he could muster.

	Even with his great care, the dragon's voice woke the child. It sleepily opened its eyes and locked them on the beast. A tiny hand reached out, prompting Halfax to take a cautious step back. The baby smiled. Jade rocked her slowly in her arms until the little one's eyes closed again.

	“It only seems right. All of those years ago, Myranda found a tiny defenseless creature and named it Myn. She kept it safe, taught it well. Then you did the same for me. Now it has come full circle,” Jade said, looking at the face of the child.

	She opened the door to the carriage and tucked the infant inside once more.

	“When I was a little girl,” she said, turning back to her friend, “I made you promise me that you would take care of me forever. Even though it was already your duty, I wanted you to make the promise to me personally. You've kept your word better than I could have imagined, but from this day forward, I relieve you of that promise. From now on, your obligation is to this little girl. I want you to watch over her, not just because it is your purpose, but for me.”

	“Of course . . .” he said, almost reverently.

	And so the two shared their brief visit. It would not be the last. Terrilius and Jade's reign was a long and honored one. Knowledge and learning spread. An old era receded, a new one began. With each generation, the world crawled a little further from the fog of its past and into the bright day of its future. And with each generation Halfax watched, waiting for next time he would be needed. Waiting, and remembering the one little girl who had truly been his.

	###

	You’ve now read Jade, the largely overlooked novella in the Book of Deacon setting. There is still is plenty more to read in this anthology, but if you’d like to be kept in the loop on future installments to the series, sign up for the newsletter! And for books in other settings, check out the complete bibliography at the end of this anthology.
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	Foreword

	If you are familiar with my work, you know that I don’t write fantasy exclusively. I’d dipped my bill into sci-fi with some level of success, but it was quite clear that most of my fans were coming to me for my Book of Deacon stories, and it was long past due that I wrote a new one. So I asked the fans which character they would most like to read a standalone story about. The overwhelming favorite was Lain. If you’ve read this far, you know why that selection presented a bit of a problem. The solution was to write a prequel, which would become The Rise of the Red Shadow.

	It was only supposed to be a novella, but by this point it was clear that writing short fiction wasn’t an area of strength for me. This actually only comprises about half of the story I’d intended to tell, so don’t be surprised if a sequel to the prequel eventually bears its ugly head.



	
Prologue

	Heroes come in all forms. Some are born with righteousness in their heart. Others are forged into a tool for good. And some . . . some become heroes in spite of themselves. The tale you shall now read is one that was nearly lost to history. All knowledge comes at a price, and none has been more costly than the details of this precious record, but to prevent this story from going untold I would gladly pay it ten times over. It is the tale of the rocky road traveled by the least likely hero of the Chosen. By some he was called Leo. By more, he was called Lain.

	Most knew him as the Red Shadow—though, in truth, few knew him at all.

	His story begins in a nameless forest in the land of Tressor . . .

	 


Chapter 1

	The deep south of Tressor was not a land known for its forests. Most of the kingdom was made up of vast plains. Those plains near to rivers and lakes were fruitful, some of the best farmland in the world. Those far from water were dry and barren, giving way to two vast deserts. Farther north was the Great Western Forest, and a quite a few respectable forests could be found toward the border with the northern kingdoms, but trees in the far south were scattered and sparse. Where a handful of them stood together in what could be charitably called a grove, hunting was usually poor.

	Of course, that depended on what one was hunting for.

	In the stifling heat of a night in the deep south, a pair of men moved with slow care, stepping lightly to keep the crunch of dry grass from betraying their approach.

	“This way. I saw prints. He can’t be far,” hissed the first of the men. He was short and wiry, and whereas most of the people of Tressor shaded themselves from the searing burn of the sun by wearing broad-brimmed hats, this fellow had taken a much older route. Every inch of his exposed skin had been smeared with red-brown mud. It had since dried into a crust that blocked the sun nicely, but left him looking as though he'd staggered out of a swamp that morning. From between his teeth jutted a stem of a plant called sugar-stalk, a weed popular among the nomads for the sweet, syrupy pulp that it produced when chewed. His hair was cropped short, and he wore clothes of a billowy, sand-colored cloth. The sleeves of the shirt and legs of the trousers had been rolled up to provide relief against the heat.

	“How do they always manage to make it this far south?” moaned the second man quietly. He was taller and stouter, with the same short hair and billowy clothes, though he'd allowed the sun to bake his exposed skin to a leathery hide. He was also weighed down with ropes and sacks, and was swatting irritably at a cloud of flies that seemed dedicated exploring his nose and ears.

	“I don’t ask questions. I just bring them back. You do the same and maybe you won’t need me to come along with you next time,” replied the smaller man.

	The many farms of Tressor needed workers. Most of the smaller ones were run by families and communities, with workers drawing a wage, selling their goods, or simply living off of what they grew. The larger plantations, however, tended to work their land on the strength of forced laborers. Slaves could come from any number of sources. Captured soldiers from the increasingly common skirmishes in the north and clashes with disloyal tribes to the south and east made up most of the workers. Others were brought back on ships from far-off lands. Some were simply slaves because their parents had been. The only thing they had in common was that, at some point in their lives, they would look beyond the walls and yearn for their freedom.

	If they decided to act, to flee their enslavement, there were men who made their livings by hunting them down and bringing them back. One would be hard-pressed to find two more typical examples than the pair wading through the bushes that night.

	They stalked toward a tight cluster of four trees, the ground between obscured by a clump of short, prickly bushes. Boot prints led into the stand of trees. A quick search revealed that there were no prints leaving it. The men communicated with short, sharp hand gestures, indicating what each should do and where each should be. When the thin man was satisfied that each was in position, he drew a short, curved blade from his belt, crouched, and launched himself with a bellow over the bushes. There was a bizarre, high-pitched squeal and a rustle of bushes, then silence. No shout of anger or fear, no fleeing fugitive, just the constant drone of flitting insects in the shaded moonlight. The thin man looked over the ground and grimaced in frustration.

	“Never mind, Latak,” he grumbled. “He’s dead.”

	“What? Dead? What do you mean he's dead, Dihsaad? How?” replied his heftier partner, Latak.

	“You won’t believe it. See for yourself.”

	Latak thumped toward the bushes, no longer worried about being heard and angry that he wouldn’t be earning his bounty. When he reached the point where his thin partner was standing, he grimaced. “Augh. Is that a malthrope?”

	“Can you think of anything else that looks like that?” remarked Dihsaad.

	On the ground, covered with wounds and dried blood, was a creature. It looked as though it was a cross between a human and a fox, with the beast’s head and fur applied to an otherwise human form. This one was a female. It was dressed in rags and, judging from the looks of the injuries, it had been dead for a few hours. The slave they had been hunting was a short distance away. His face, neck, and arms were striped with the slashes of claws and peppered with the punctures of teeth. In his hand was a crude club, little more than a branch.

	“Looks like he stumbled onto a hiding place that was already taken and they did each other in,” Latak reasoned. “But what made that noise?”

	His partner made a sound of disgust. “This is why I’m the one who ends up doing all of the tracking.”

	He slowly crouched, one hand out, and when he came near enough, darted it into the shadow of the nearest bush. More earsplitting squeals rang out as he pulled free a struggling blur of red fur and tattered cloth.

	“Enough! Quiet!” he growled, shaking the little creature until it lost the will to struggle.

	It was a young malthrope, barely a toddler, dangling pathetically by its tail. The little beast was more animal in appearance than the adult, with spindly limbs and stubby, almost paw-like hands and feet. Its eyes were locked on the motionless form of the female on the ground. Quietly, it made a sound somewhere between weeping and whining.

	“This is probably why our bounty got killed. The females are extra vicious when there's a fresh litter to protect,” he said.

	“How do you know that?” Latak asked.

	“I used to hunt these things with my father, back when there were enough of them to make a living at it. I still do, from time to time.” With the toe of his boot, he rolled the dead creature to its side, prompting another agonized squeal from the struggling beast in his hand. “Someone got to it already. No tail.”

	“Well,” said Latak, “At least we won't leave empty handed. I hear they pay upwards of seventy entus for a baby malthrope.”

	It was widely felt that malthropes were a menace. Stories told of them carrying off children and raiding livestock. The creatures were the villains of more than their share of bedtime stories, and were always a safe thing to blame for your problems if you weren't happy with your lot in life. One of the few things that the north and south halves of the continent could agree upon was that wiping the creatures out would be an improvement. Thus, a price had been put on their heads—or, more accurately, their tails. Slicing the tail off an adult and handing it in to the authorities would net you a small fortune in entus, the silver coins that lined the pockets of the more well-off Tressons.

	For young malthropes, though, the rules were different.

	Latak fetched a sack. “I just wish I knew why we have to turn the babies in alive.”

	“Oh, you didn't hear? A fellow up in Delti was turning the things in, oh, two or three times a week? People got suspicious and took a closer look. Turns out he was just catching foxes and dressing 'em up a bit. Since then, they don't pay unless you can stand 'em up on their hind legs.”

	“Figures some scoundrel would ruin it for honest folk,” he said, taking the struggling thing from his partner and shoving it in the sack.

	#

	Far north of Tressor, in the very northernmost city in the kingdom formerly known as Vulcrest, sat a cold and meticulous man. The city was known as Verril, and the man was known as Bagu. He was dressed as a noble—clothes exquisite and expensive, face as flawless and emotionless as a sculpture. In very short order, he had risen from a simple member of the Vulcrest military to one of the most powerful and influential of the king's advisers. He now held the rank of general, and already it was said that the vast armies of the newly formed Northern Alliance did not make a move without his direction. He was second only to the king.

	In a room adjacent to the entry hall of Castle Verril, its walls littered with maps and its shelves heavy with parchment and books, he waited. His eyes drifted to a sand timer standing in the corner of the room. It was tall and narrow, framed in an ancient black wood carved with symbols that seemed to have no place in this world. Rather than a steady stream of cascading sand, the timer seemed almost frozen. Now and again, a single grain would tumble through the pinched glass and add to the thin dusting in the lower half. At such a rate, it would take decades, perhaps centuries for the timer to run its course.

	The click of heels on polished stone echoed through the halls beyond his chamber; moments later, the heavy door was pushed open. In stepped a woman with features very much like his own. She was tall and slender, skin pale and milky, with dark lips and narrow, sharp features. She was beautiful, but in a disconcerting way, as though her beauty came not from nature but from careful study and dedicated attention to detail. Her face as immaculate as his own, but flavored by emotion that made her seem brittle of confidence and short of patience. Her clothes were heavy and layered, caked with fresh snow that was beginning to melt in the relative warmth of the castle.

	“You needed me, General Bagu?” she asked.

	“Shut the door,” he instructed, eyes not even turning to her.

	She did as she was told and began to pull the leather gloves from her hands.

	“Leave them, you will not be here long.”

	“Have you a task for me?” Her voice had the restrained energy of someone bursting with eagerness but well aware that to show it would be undignified.

	“Of sorts. Our associate Epidime has finished . . . consulting with the seers of this place. He has compiled what he believes to be the most accurate of their visions and prophecies. We are now confident in a number of things. Foremost, as we suspected, one of our targets is to be one of the malthrope creatures. Three of the five we seek appear to have already been born or created, and he is quite likely among them. To the best of our detection, he is somewhere south of the front.”

	“Shall I kill him?” she offered. Her enthusiasm was somewhat more poorly disguised this time.

	Bagu closed his eyes and breathed a slow, irritated breath through his nose. “I realize that you are the least experienced among us, Teht, but I am certain I have explained this on more than one occasion. The rules of discourse are quite clear. If we take no direct act of violence against them, they cannot unite against us. You must not—must not—kill him. Nor any of the others. If action must be taken, it must be taken through surrogates, and of their own volition. All that I require is for you to locate and secure him. Fortunately, he is a malthrope. They hunt them as vigorously in Tressor as they do here. You should have little difficulty finding him—or, at the very least, little difficulty in finding aid.”

	“That is all? An errand? I am a mystic specialist, Bagu. I feel as though I should be doing more than acting as tutor for that blasted necromancer and dashing to Tressor whenever the need arises.”

	“You are the least senior of the generals, Teht. You will do as you are instructed.”

	“My skills are being wasted!” She was bordering on petulant now, a bratty scowl working its way into her expression.

	“How your skills should be put to use is my decision alone. Do not question my orders any longer, Teht.”

	Bagu's final words were delivered no more forcefully than any of the others, but as he spoke, there was a subtle shudder, and around him the papers and shelves rustled and creaked as though under great strain. Her brittle confidence shattered, the boldness and defiance dropping swiftly to subservience. It was as though he had pulled a knife from his desk and explained, in detail, how he intended to use it if she did not fall into line.

	“Yes, General Bagu. Of course. It is an honor to serve!” she said hastily. She pulled open the door and marched out.

	He leaned back in his chair, eyes turning to the timer once more as the tension faded from his mind. “If she does not learn her place, that woman will come to a very unpleasant end.”

	 


Chapter 2

	In the dusty fields of Tressor, a short night and a long day had passed. Dihsaad and Latak had trudged back into their camp, reaching it as the sun was setting. It was a typical camp for slavers, a cluster of low, lashed-down tents set up in a circle around a large bonfire. Every aspect was designed to be set up and taken down quickly, and to be easy to lock down and defend. In all, it had the feel of a prison combined with a traveling market. Carriages fortified with bars—little more than rolling cages—were crowded with their valuable cargo, recently acquired workers. Most were members of scattered nomadic tribes, but not all. Mixed among them was a pair of fair-skinned elves from the land across the sea to the east, a place called South Crescent. There was a short, stout dwarf from deep in the mountains as well. Each had been taken far from their home, and all but the newest of them had been stripped of their will to struggle by time and the lash of a whip. Now they sat with empty eyes, waiting.

	“Latak! Dihsaad! You had better have a good reason for getting here so late!” growled a voice nearly as grizzled as the man it belonged to. He was the slave master, a man named Grahl, and his leathery skin was a veritable road map of scars from years of encounters with men and women unwilling to become his prize without a fight. “Where is the man I sent you after?”

	“Jackal food, by now,” Dihsaad remarked.

	“You killed him!” the head slaver roared.

	“He got himself killed. Ran afoul of a malthrope vixen protecting her young,” he explained.

	The slave master grumbled a few creative profanities under his breath as he wiped away the sweat beading on his brow. “Did you at least get its tail?”

	“Someone got it first. But we got the kit,” he said, holding his hand out for Latak to supply the bag.

	Grahl snatched it away, prompting a few weak growls of complaint. He untied the bag and glanced inside, grimacing slightly at the sight of the occupant. The little creature, barely conscious after the rough trip and intense heat, stared up through dry, red eyes.

	“Gah. They really do look like drowned rats. And the smell,” he muttered, handing the bag away. “Someone dump some water on this thing. If we want the bounty for it, the ugly little monster is going to have to be alive. And we're probably going to need that money.”

	“Something got you on edge, boss?”

	“On edge? Do you want to know what's got me on edge?” he replied with a sneer. “Look over there. Do you see that dust cloud to the north? Do you know what that is? That's a plantation owner. He's coming to buy a dozen peak-condition slaves. Do you know what I have? Eleven. You were supposed to bring me the twelfth!”

	“So they take the eleven and we pick up a spare in the next raid.”

	“Our reputation is pitiful, idiot. This will be what? Eight, nine times we over-committed? He won't be back, and he'll spread the word that we can't fill our orders. We can’t take another stain on our record. We'll be finished!”

	“Well, why do you keep selling more than we have?”

	“Because people want more than I have on hand. When I found out this plantation was looking for my whole stock of single-stripe slaves, I foolishly trusted my best men to bring back the runaway alive!”

	“Perhaps he will accept a discount.”

	“He paid already. I convinced him we needed the money to pay for transport.”

	“Well then perhaps he will take a refund.”

	“I spent the money already, Dihsaad! Gods . . . this will ruin us!”

	As the distant carriage trundled ever closer, Grahl alternated between berating anyone within earshot for their laziness and ineptitude and attempting to miraculously identify a twelfth slave that was worth selling. Most of his latter efforts went as far as repeatedly counting the occupants of the carriages, as though it was possible he'd merely overlooked someone during the previous twenty counts. Eventually, time ran out and the prospective customer was stepping out of the sturdy carriage.

	The man who stomped his boots to the sandy earth of the slave camp was instantly recognizable as a lifelong farmer. He was getting on in years, but those years had tempered him like steel, leaving him with a shock of silver in his otherwise black hair and beard. He was every bit as sun-broiled as the slavers, as was the case for most everyone in the land of Tressor. His build was lined with dense, gristly muscle. It had been earned years ago, the product of decades of back-breaking labor, and even now that the hardest of the tasks fell to his workers, the wiry muscle was slow to fade.

	Everything else one might need to know about the man could be gleaned from the expression on his face. The set of his jaw and the hardness of his gaze spoke volumes of the determination and effort he poured into every enterprise he put his hand to. A slight sneer of disgust twisted his mouth, the sights, sounds, and smells of his surroundings nearly turning his stomach. Nevertheless, this was a purchase important to his business, and thus important to him, and he would not leave it to underlings, no matter how trusted.

	Out of his rugged and practical carriage stepped two servants, the sort of burly men one tended to bring along when doing business that might go wrong. A third servant remained in the carriage, reins in hand.

	Grahl marched up to the newcomers, a practiced look of hospitality hastily locked onto his face in place of panicked anger. The seller and the buyer approached each other, and each slapped his left hand on the right shoulder of the other, a gesture which in another culture would have been a handshake.

	“Jarrad! This late in the day I feared you would not make it!” Grahl said.

	“I keep to my schedule, Grahl. Are these my men?”

	“Yes, yes, ready for inspection!” he said with a brittle grin. “As you can see, some fine ones here. All of them unbranded or single-stripe, as requested. You'll get many good years out of each of them. Worth every entu.”

	“Mmm,” Jarrad grunted.

	“Look, here. You see? We've managed to find a pair of elves. Not much muscle on them, but renowned for their stamina. Should be able to do the work of two humans each.”

	“Mmm,” came another grunt, this one more irritated.

	“And we've even got a dwarf. Good strong mountain stock. He ought to do the work of three men, easily.”

	“I count eleven slaves here. Where is the last?” Jarrad rumbled.

	“I . . . ah . . .” Grahl began, realizing too late that he should have set a few minutes aside from his angry screaming to craft a convincing lie. “Disease, I'm afraid. It came upon him quickly. We separated him from the rest, but he died. Had to bury him deep. Couldn't be helped.”

	“I need twelve.”

	“But the elves! And the dwarf! They—”

	“I don't care how hard they work, Grahl. This is about numbers. I paid you for twelve healthy men because I have twelve jobs that need doing. Either I leave here with twelve single-stripe slaves, or I’ll take back my money and find someone who can provide them.”

	“I assure you, I am the only slaver in ten territories who deals exclusively in quality slaves. You won’t find another slave to match these for twice the price.”

	“Fill my order as requested or I will take my money and go elsewhere,” he said with the slow, deliberate tone of a man on the brink of violence. Responding to the unspoken threat, his hefty servants formed up on either side of Grahl, causing a stir among the more loyal of the slaver's men.

	“Of course, of course. Just one moment,” he said bowing and stepping back while snapping his fingers insistently for Dihsaad.

	“What do you want, Grahl?” asked the far from enthusiastic underling.

	“Bring me Ben,” the head slaver muttered quietly.

	“You don't honestly expect—”

	“I wasn't asking for your opinion, Dihsaad,” he growled, “Just get Ben!” Turning his attention back to his unsatisfied customer, he displayed his incomplete, yellowing smile. “Now, I may not be able to provide you with a replacement of the same level of quality on such short notice, but I assure you this man will be an asset to you, as he has been to me and my men for quite some time.”

	After a moment or two of anxious silence, a man was led from within one of the tents. In a camp such as this, it wasn't uncommon to see someone being led. Thanks in large part to the fact that all but the slavers themselves were in heavy restraints, nearly everyone had to be led, if only to keep them from attempting to escape. There was no threat of such a thing in this case, and only minimal restraints, but he still had better reasons than most to require aid in finding his prospective buyer.

	For one, he was old. Old enough to be a grandfather. While in actuality he wasn’t very much older than Jarrad, by slave standards he was ancient. He was also better dressed than the other slaves. Rather than the torn and filthy remnants of the last clothes he'd worn as a free man, he was wearing a long-sleeved tan robe, caked with dust. The waist was tied inexpertly closed with a length of rope, and the front was open enough to reveal a tunic and trousers of a matching color. A scraggly wreath of gray hair wrapped around the back of an otherwise bald head, and a wild mass of whiskers had claimed most of his face. Most notable, though, was a strip of cloth tied in place as a blindfold and explaining the main reason for the guiding hand.

	“A blind man!? You had better be joking, Grahl,” Jarrad barked. “You, slave. Show me your arm!”

	“Are you talking to me, sir?” asked the blind man with a crisp, precise manner of speech that seemed out of place in a place like a slaver camp.

	“Of course I am!”

	“Well, there are a number of slaves about, sir. If a man can't make eye contact with you, you really need to be more specific than that,” he replied, rolling up his right sleeve to reveal three deep scars, short lines arranged like the rungs of a ladder. The first was ancient and faded with time, the second somewhat more recent, and the last fresher still. The rest of his arm was littered with no fewer than six marks, ranging from letters of two different alphabets to simple insignias. The arm told a story, as was its purpose. The symbols told of past owners. The lines spoke of value. It was never a good sign to see too many of either.

	“You would offer me a triple-stripe slave in place of a single-stripe?” Jarrad growled.

	“What I am offering you is experience, Jarrad. This man has had half a dozen owners, yes, but he learned everything the first three had to teach, and taught the second three all they knew. You've got good strong backs, but Blind Ben here will keep their equipment in good repair, and teach them tricks that will make them work harder and faster than you'd believe. You and I both know a man doesn't end up with six slaver's marks on his arm unless there have been six bright and wealthy men interested in his service.”

	“Six marks also means five bright and wealthy men felt he was beyond his usefulness,” Jarrad countered.

	“Six, sir, seeing as how I'm back on the market, so to speak,” corrected Ben.

	“You would speak to your master that way?”

	“You haven't bought me yet, sir. Grahl is my master,” he said evenly. “But since you ask, yes, I would speak to my master that way. I'm too old to be worrying about who hears what.”

	Grahl's fists tightened, his muscles tensed, and another moment would have brought a strap across the slave's back, but a wry grin came to Jarrad's face.

	“Right. I'll take him, but he's still not a single-stripe. I want the difference in silver,” Jarrad said.

	Grahl twitched. “Yes, that . . . that is perfectly fair. I . . . I can have your silver for you in—”

	“Today.”

	“I . . . I have something better,” Grahl proclaimed, hissing again to Dihsaad, “The bag! The bag!”

	The weakly struggling bag was thrust into his hand, and he held it out to the dissatisfied customer.

	“In this bag is a malthrope. A baby,” Grahl said.

	“What good does that do me?” ask Jarrad, recoiling from the sack.

	“You know as well as I do that a live baby malthrope fetches no less than seventy entus. That should go a long way to making up the difference. And turning one of these in is a civic service. People will respect you for bringing this in.”

	“Where did you get this thing?”

	Grahl opened his mouth, but shut it again quickly before the truth tumbled out. He couldn't very well say that his men had found it while hunting for the slave he'd just said died of an illness. After taking a moment to remember to plan out his webs of deceit with a bit more care in the future, he wove the best one he could manage on short notice.

	“My brother found it . . . with its mother. The creature had died giving birth. We managed to keep the little pest alive so we could claim the bounty.”

	“This hardly looks like a newborn,” Jarrad said, tugging open the bag and peering inside.

	“Look, that doesn't matter, does it? What matters is you'll gain standing with your community if they know you're taking the time to help rid the area of these little monsters, and you'll have the money you're missing.”

	Jarrad looked long and hard at the man holding the bag.

	“I'll throw in food and water enough to keep the thing alive until you get home.”

	The customer's jaw tightened and he snatched the bag away. “Very well, since it is clear you don't have my money anymore. Load up the blind man and the food, and for heaven's sake, don't say another word. This deal has gotten twisted enough.”

	Blind Ben was led to the barred carriage, and when there were enough armed men on hand to make those already inside think twice about escape, the door was opened and he was helped in. Before the door closed, Jarrad upended the bag onto the floor of the carriage, causing the ragged ball of red fur to tumble out. The breath of fresh air and shock of the fall had brought its senses back and it made a mad scramble for the door, but the bars were slammed hard enough to knock the beast to the center of the carriage floor. A few halfhearted kicks and shoves sent it scurrying for cover, the same way one might treat a rat that had been dropped into a crowded room, and the same way the rat might behave.

	Ben had wearily taken a seat on one of the plank benches that lined each side of the carriage, and was too tired to grope for the creature when it wedged itself underneath. When it became clear that the thing wasn't going to climb out, the other slaves left it cowering and trembling behind the blind man's legs, its eyes wide and its heart pounding.

	#

	For a slave, the origin and destination of a trip have profound implications. When on the way to a slave trader, the journey was a perilous one. They were forced into ships, hundreds traveling in space intended for dozens, or into long and poorly equipped caravans of carriages and wagons. As the captives were tossed by the seas or burnt by the sun, those who could laughably be called their caretakers take little notice when a handful fewer arrive than had departed. There were simply so many, and each was so cheap, that it wasn’t worth the effort to take any real interest in their well-being. Some of them always survived.

	When on the way from the slaver, however, things were different. Now they were few, a precise number, purchased for a tidy sum and intended for a specific purpose. Very few plantation or mine owners could afford to buy more than they need, so every one of the workers was looked after for the duration of the trip, so that they would be strong, healthy, and ready to work when they arrived. It was astounding how much the value of a living, breathing creature could change based solely upon where it was headed, and how many coins had been exchanged for it.

	Regardless of the philosophical ramifications, it was this monetary value that had been one of the two things that had allowed the little malthrope to survive his journey. Jarrad was no fool, and the slaves he had purchased were far more than a simple purchase of workers. They represented his next harvest, and those for years to come. They were the tools that would allow him to grow more crops on his farm, and, in turn, would allow his farm to grow larger, and more successful. So he gave them food, and he gave them water, more than enough of each. He even provided a pair of buckets; one to wash with, and one for . . . other necessities. Though the red-furred creature was not destined to be a worker, it did represent a respectable quantity of silver when the time came—but only if it was alive. Thus it was only sound business sense to see to it that it received a share of the food and water.

	That was enough to keep it from wasting away, but for a helpless and reviled creature among a dozen frustrated slaves seeking a target for their hostility, there were greater dangers than starvation. The carriage had barely been on the road for more than a few minutes when the tribal and racial lines began to be drawn. Of the twelve slaves in the wagon, three were from Tanoa, an island off the western coast. Five more were nomads, two from Nattal tribe and three from the Wendo tribe. Each of these tribes was in on again/off again conflict with the others, and both were at war the Tanoans.

	The two elves quickly became the targets of their combined hostility, as well. Initially it was for the simple fact that they weren’t human, but this was soon overshadowed by the fact that they were just tall and graceful enough to look down their noses at the rest of the group. That left the dwarf, who had no particular gripe with any in attendance, but was eager for a fight just to break up the monotony. Twice the various combinations of allies and adversaries came to blows, and twice the hired hands supervising them had to lay down the law before they would settle for trading increasingly creative obscenities and eying each other distrustfully.

	The only passenger who seemed to be exempt from the posturing and prejudice was Ben, the blind man. Though none could explain precisely why, no one felt particularly inclined to involve him. He merely sat on the edge of the bench and slouched forward, swaying side to side as the carriage jostled along the poorly kept roads. Perhaps it was because he was blind. If he couldn’t see them, it seemed only fair that they treat him as though they could not see him. Or perhaps it was because he was so old that he had earned a measure of respect and reverence simply for having survived so long in so wretched a life. Whatever the reason, the blind man was left alone, as though he emitted an aura of solitude. Huddled beneath Ben’s seat, the malthrope was mercifully afforded the same luxury.

	It was a very long journey from the slaver camp to Jarrad’s fields. True, Tressor was a vast land, but most of the trip was spent attempting to maneuver an overloaded carriage over poorly maintained roads. That much time trundling along in the hot sun was enough to take the fight from even the feisty dwarf. As each of the men slipped into his own tight cycle of anger, frustration, boredom, and hopelessness, the creature among them drifted through its own sequence of emotions.

	First was fear. The carriage shook and rattled all around him, assaulting his keen ears and turning his stomach. And then there were the others. The little beast had seen and smelled things like those that surrounded him before, but only from afar. Worse, whenever he did, he saw and felt an anxiety in his mother that he quickly learned to adopt. If she was afraid of something, then it was certainly something to be feared. Now, for reasons he had no way of understanding, he was trapped with them.

	Worse than the fear, though, was the sadness. As he huddled in the corner, his deft paws hugging his gangly legs and his prized tail wrapped around his feet, he thought of the place he called home, a forest that was already farther away than he could even imagine, and growing more distant by the moment. He thought of his mother, too. Motionless on the dusty ground . . .

	The image burned hot in his mind. What burned his mind more was the slow realization that both his home and his mother were lost to him forever. He thought of these things, and quiet, bitter sobs shook him.

	Grief is like any other kind of pain. No matter how intense or how constant it is, time takes the edge from it. It may not fade, but it loses its sharpness. It becomes the new normal, and eventually steps aside and makes room in the mind for other things.

	When his mind had numbed to the sorrow, and for the moment there were no more tears left to cry, the little fox felt the parts of himself that had been buried by the tragedy creep to the surface. Chief among them was curiosity. As frightening as all of this was, it was new, and something inside of him wanted to know more. He inched out from his hiding place, stretching to get a better look and retreating when he was noticed and a foot or fist swatted in his direction. The attacks didn't make him less curious, just more cautious, teaching him to watch where they were looking and picking his inspections accordingly. He sniffed and tugged at boots and cuffs, generally making a nuisance of himself until a particularly quick kick sent him scurrying back to his corner.

	The food, when it was offered, was another curiosity. Once each day, a bowl for each of the slaves was slid through a rectangular slit along the bottom of the carriage door. When he received his share the first time, he didn't know what to make of it. The stuff was wet and mushy, and it didn't have any flavor to it, but it took the hunger away. It also gave him a bowl to play with until they were able to get it away from him. With a carriage of slaves to deal with, the servants couldn't very well climb inside and chase him around. As a result, they were forced to loosen the chain securing the door enough to fit an arm through and try to snatch the bowl away. Since it was the slave-keepers who were trying to take the bowl back, the longer he was able to hold onto it, the more entertained the other slaves were. It quickly became a game, and the little creature became very good at it, particularly since it was the only time he was able to scamper around the entire floor of the carriage without dodging feet.

	Eventually they just let him keep the bowl rather than fight with him. When a new one came at the next meal time, he would grab the new and they would take the old.

	When the current bowl became tiresome, he would look out between the bars of the carriage. There were many unfamiliar sights. Until the horrible day that his mother was killed, the malthrope’s world had been little more than thin forests and the occasional sprint through the sandy fields between. The nearest he’d ever had to a house was a simple hut composed of twisted branches, mud, and thatch. It was a place he only dimly remembered, because they had been forced to abandon it one night and never returned. Now he saw homes built of wood or stone, and there were so many of them. Sometimes they were far enough apart that he could only see one of them from one horizon to the next. Other times they were close enough that they were nearly touching. The closer the houses, the more people there were, and the busier they seemed to be. The busier they were, the more they spoke.

	To sharp ears honed to pick out the rustle of a single tuft of grass half a field away, the sound of so many different voices speaking was simultaneously the most terrible and the most wonderful thing he had ever heard. It was a chorus of complex sounds and unfamiliar voices. Sometimes he let the sounds blend together, washing over him. Other times he tried to single them out, scanning the crowds and attempting to match the mouths to the words. Some of the sounds had a familiar shape to them, things he had heard his mother say on one of the rare occasions that she spoke.

	Once he tried to form some of the sounds himself. The high-pitched, squeaky attempt at speech must have caught the attention of some of the townsfolk, because eyes turned to him, voices raised, and he learned a few new words that stung him with their tone. From that time onward he huddled in the shadow of the bench and kept quiet when people were near. There were some words he knew he never wanted to hear again.

	 


Chapter 3

	The parched land and near-desert were long behind the carriage now, replaced by the lush green fields and rich brown soil of the heart of Tressor. The gray stone of the road traced a long, meandering line down the center of sprawling plantations on either side. Each was preparing for the long growing season ahead. The little malthrope tucked himself deeper into shadow as the sound of voices began to grow louder. It wasn't a city this time, but a crossroad. A noisy wagon loaded with hay, tools, and workers rattled by, taking the more worrying sounds with it. In the carriage ahead, he heard the man who always told the others what to do raise his voice above the rest. This caused his ears to perk up, as this was typically what happened right before one of the large men handed out food.

	“Blast it. They still haven't fixed that road to the bounty office,” Jarrad spat angrily as he stepped from his carriage and eyed a rocky trail with at least three fallen trees across it. “I am not going to risk snapping another axle trying to get a carriage down there to cash in that malthrope.” He turned to one of his men. “You, fetch the beast and walk it down to the office to get our silver. Shouldn't take you more than an hour.”

	The young creature spotted one of the servants headed his way and mischievously snatched the bowl up, ready for another round of keep-away. The lock on the barred door to the slave carriage was undone and the chain holding it shut was loosened, the servant's arm reaching inside. A quick yank pulled the bowl easily out of reach, but the man wasn't after it. Instead, he grabbed the beast's tail and hauled him out. Before he knew what was happening he was dangling from the servant's fist, yelping and flailing about as the man struggled to get a sack open to drop him inside.

	“Hmph,” came a grunt. “I've been purchased by a fool.”

	All eyes turned to the blind man. Aside from requesting food or one of the buckets, it was the first sound he'd made since they had loaded him into the carriage. The sharp looks he received from Jarrad and his men made it a pretty safe bet that it would be the last sound he'd be making for a while if they had anything to say about it.

	The servant not currently grappling with an unruly rascal stepped menacingly toward the blind man, a stiff leather strap in his hand. Though it hadn't been put to use yet, there was little doubt that it was a favored disciplinary tool. He folded it over and gave it a vicious slap across his palm to give the sightless man a sense of what was about to come. Before he could reach the door to wrench it open, though, Jarrad stopped him with a hand to the shoulder.

	“Blind man. Ben, is it? Your former master claimed you were a man of wisdom and experience. Talk like that suggests it was another of his lies. Explain yourself.”

	“Are you a farmer?”

	“I am.”

	“And do you sell your seeds, or do you wait and harvest them when they are full grown?”

	“What sort of a question is that?”

	“An apt one. You're about to hand over a seedling.”

	Jarrad looked to the creature just as it was finally wrestled into a sack. “You aren't suggesting I let that thing grow up?”

	“I'm saying that a grown male malthrope's tail is worth a hell of a lot more than a brat like that. Certainly enough to make for a good return on a little bit of waiting and a few scraps of food.”

	A look of disgust curled his lip again as the plantation owner looked to the struggling bag. It was a distasteful suggestion . . . but, then, such was so often the case in business these days. The last he'd heard, the bounty on an adult was at least two hundred entus, and it changed daily. Sometimes it climbed to over five hundred. Strictly speaking, it wasn't permissible to harbor a malthrope, but his land was tucked away at the tail-end of nowhere. The chances of the local watch ever finding out were pretty slim, and after the trouble they gave him when he was attempting to buy the new fields these men were to work, the thought of defying them a bit was enticing. Yes, he would have to feed it, but the skinny thing couldn't eat much more than one of his hunting hounds . . .

	With a shrug, the little beast's life was spared—at least for a few years.

	“Throw it back with the rest of them,” Jarrad instructed the servant with the sack.

	#

	Jarrad marched out before the assembled slaves, flanked as always by his burly servants. Neither had yet had his name spoken, but names weren't really necessary in their line of work. Their purpose was to be a force of nature, a physical weight applied to their master's words. They did their jobs very well. Each held a leather strap, wrist-width and arm-length, in one hand. The other hand held the harness of one of the master’s dogs.

	Unlike the men who held them, the dogs were sleek and thin. They had the short hair and mottled coat shared by most of the hunting dogs of Tressor, and to the untrained eye they were not terribly threatening. To one who had been chased by one, the cold, measuring look in their eyes as they stood at the ready stirred chilling memories and caused old scars to ache.

	Their owner turned and scanned his own gaze across the new workers, as a general might review a group of new recruits. When he'd determined whatever it was he'd been seeking to determine, he spoke. His voice was strong, and carried to the far reaches of his land with little effort.

	“By now you've seen your quarters, and you've seen the land. It is paradise by no means, but you can be damn sure that there are worse places to be. There are farmers, many of them, who think the best way to get a day's work out of a slave is to beat it out of him. They think the best way to earn a pile of gold is to scrimp in the bowls of their workers. I'm not one of them. I know that if I want a hard day's labor done well, then I need my slaves healthy and strong. On this plantation, life will be as good as you allow me to make it. If you work hard today, the harvest will be strong, and there will be more than enough food to fill your bellies, and more than enough silver left to keep roofs over your heads and clothes on your backs tomorrow. Slack today and you will feel it tomorrow. Your meals will be meager, your clothes will be ragged, and the holes in your walls will not be patched, because you will not have given me the means to provide anything better. I don't punish you for a poor day's work—you do.

	“Now, do not think for a moment that this means there will not be punishment if it is earned. You’ll notice my men carry straps. Some of you have already felt their lash. I cannot abide disobedience or disrespect. If you attempt to steal from me, if you speak ill of myself or my family, or if you do not do as you are told, punishment will be swift and severe. Is that understood?”

	There was a grudging murmur of acknowledgment.

	“Is that understood!” he growled, the nameless enforcers advancing a step.

	“Understood!” the slaves replied quickly.

	“Good! Now, as your first week on my land and under my ownership, this is brand week. Many of you are familiar with what that entails, but for the rest, listen closely.”

	Jarrad turned and motioned to one of his men, who paced toward a shed near the edge of the field.

	“You are slaves in the kingdom of Tressor. That means that your right arm must bear two things. The first is your set of stripes. You will bear one, two, or three depending on how valuable you are. The strongest among you will receive a single stripe. This signifies that you are able to work the hardest and the longest. This also means that you will have the best food, the best quarters, and the most privileges. Those who cannot or will not work to that level will not receive the same level of treatment, and will bear two stripes. Men and women too weak or old, or otherwise useless in the fields, will be given three stripes and very little else. If you want a happy life, you will fight hard to avoid those extra stripes.”

	As he finished this first speech, the man he’d sent away returned. Rather than the strap, his free hand now clutched a short iron shaft with a twist on its end. Even in the bright sun, it was clearly glowing cherry-red.

	“Aside from the stripes, you will be branded with this mark, the letter J. It labels you as my property, and in the event you escape and someone tracks you down, it will tell them who you should be returned to. You should know that, to this day, no slave has ever been brought back to me. Most have never tried to escape. Those who have didn’t make it far before Keenock and Ebu here got their teeth into them.”

	At the sound of their names, each dog perked up and turned to its master. He walked over and scratched each of them behind the ears.

	“You try to run away more than once, and these little devils will make sure that the second time will be with a limp. Understood?”

	“Understood!” the slaves hastily replied.

	“You learn quickly. Good to see. Now, obviously I don’t know for certain how hard each of you can work, so most of you won’t get your stripes until one week from today. You have that much time to prove your worth, and I suggest you use it wisely. One of you, however, already bears his third stripe, and thus has nothing to prove. He is also the only one of you who has been foolish enough to speak to me improperly. Thus, he is the volunteer to show each of you what you’ve got to look forward to. Blind man, step forward and roll up your right sleeve.”

	With the resigned sigh of a man who had done it too many times before, Ben took three steps toward the voice. Jarrad took the harnesses of his guard dogs as his men approached. One manhandled the old man's arm, steadying it while his partner raised the cooling brand. With a swift, efficient roll and a sickening sizzle, the tool was applied. Ben gritted his teeth, his legs deciding without his consent that they no longer wished to support his weight. He was lowered to the ground as he heroically resisted the urge to scream.

	The plantation owner looked up, his face blank and unfeeling. “Let that be one final motivation to work hard this week. One less stripe is one less branding. Get him on his feet and take him to my personal workshop. I’m going to put the dogs back in their pen. The rest of you, line up. Today you get a brand and some rest. Tomorrow you start earning your keep.”

	 


Chapter 4

	“Inside,” growled Jarrad, forcing the sturdy wooden door of the workshop open.

	Ben placed his hand on the door frame, then slid it to the door and glided his fingers along its surface to guide himself inside. Were he able to see, Ben would likely have been very concerned indeed by the contents of the room. Woodworking tools of every type hung from pegs on the walls: axes, hammers, saws, and a dozen more implements with red-brown stains that could be rust, or could be something else. Most of the walls were wood, and most of the floor earth, but at the far side of the room was a stone slab and brick wall. The slab was scrupulously clean. At its center was an anvil and assorted smithing tools. Against the wall was a furnace, its door open and the fire inside slowly dying. There were many, many things that could be put to torturous use if punishment was the aim of this visit.

	Even without his sight, the old man was able to learn more than enough to make him nervous. From the feel of the door, it was a rough, thick construction; heavy enough to withstand an awful lot of punishment . . . and dense enough to keep virtually any noise from filtering through. From the crunch beneath his sandals, the floor was nothing but dirt and sawdust, the kind of floor that didn’t show stains when blood was spilled. When he was far enough inside to no longer feel the sun beating on his back, Ben’s new owner stepped inside and slammed the door, bolting it behind him. A rough grip on the blind man’s shoulder maneuvered him forward a few steps, then aside.

	“Sit,” growled Jarrad.

	After feeling around behind him to be certain there was a bench waiting, Ben obeyed. A creak signaled his master doing the same. After he sat, Jarrad released a long, meaningful sigh. It was the sort of sound one makes after placing down a heavy load, the body’s expression of bone-weariness. He mopped his face and threw down the strap on a work table, silently staring into the middle distance.

	“I want to ask you some questions, blind man,” Jarrad said with weariness in his voice.

	“Do you? I’d imagined you’d brought me here to put one of those straps you kept talking about to good use,” Ben remarked.

	Jarrad looked to the loop of leather, then to Ben. “In my experience, when a man reaches your age, he’s set enough in his ways that a few lashes aren’t going to change anything.”

	“There’s truth to that.”

	“The slavers tell me you are a man of many skills.”

	“There’s truth to that as well. Through six different owners, I’ve put my hand to just about any task that might need to be done. I’ve spent time in a mine, I’ve pumped bellows, plowed fields, worked a loom . . .”

	“Fine, fine. We grow rakka here. Familiar with it?”

	“Tricky stuff.”

	Calling it tricky was an understatement. Known variously as rakka berry, rakka fruit, red-seed fruit, and long-life fruit, rakka was infamously finicky. It would only grow in certain types of soil, needed a very specific climate, and couldn’t survive without just the right amount of water. It grew in dense bushes with cruel thorns, and didn’t even have the decency to ripen the way other fruits and vegetables did. The berries grew in clusters of a few dozen, and in a single cluster there could be fruits at every level of ripeness, from green to nearly fermented. Worst of all, the plant sapped the life from the soil. If you were foolish enough to grow it for more than a season or two on the same field, the land would be barren for years.

	It was a crop that had ruined more than its share of farmers, but if you had the dedication and resources to cultivate it properly and seek out properly ripened berries day after day throughout the growing season, it was bar none the most valuable thing a farmer could produce. Properly dried and roasted, the seeds from within the berries could last for years without spoiling. Ground and boiled, they produced a tea that was the only known treatment for a withering disease that the locals called bone-rot. Soaked and mixed into soup, porridge, or stew, they fortified even the most meager ration enough to keep a man alive for days. Indeed, they were largely responsible for the Tresson army’s well-earned reputation of having seemingly endless stamina. The berries themselves had all of the usual uses one might have for a sour fruit, the vines made for decent rope, and even the thorns had their uses. Growing it was a gamble, but one with a tremendous reward when it could be coaxed to pay out.

	“How much experience have you had with it?”

	“Two owners ago I worked on a rakka plantation on the east coast. I was there for six years.”

	“So you know how to process it?”

	“I do.”

	“Explain.”

	“Well, every day you go out and track down the ripe berries . . .”

	“Describe a ripe berry.”

	Ben raised one hand and touched his thumb to his ring finger, then pinched the meat of his thumb with the other hand. “That ripe.”

	“You do it by feel?”

	“I don’t have many other options, master. Though I’ve heard you pick them when they are as pink as the inside of your cheek.”

	“Right, go on.”

	“You squeeze the seeds out, then set aside the fruit for wine or preserves or whatnot. The seeds get a soak in oak ashes mixed with water for a few days, three at least. Then they get dried in trays, then roasted until they smell right . . .”

	“And how long is that?”

	“Until they smell right,” Ben repeated with irritation, “I know it when I smell it. You set me down in the roasting house and I’ll tell you when.”

	Jarrad grinned in satisfaction. “Continue.”

	“Then you cool it, dump it into a sack, and sell it.”

	The owner leaned back in his chair and breathed another sigh. “Well, Grahl wasn’t lying about you, at least. You’ll be helping to train the others. From the sound of it, you can teach my existing workers a thing or two as well. The question is, what do I do with you after you’re through teaching them?”

	“The slavers had me fixing their equipment.”

	“What sort of equipment?”

	“Whatever they gave me.”

	Jarrad grunted. “We’ll see what you can do in that area later. Tell me. What motivated you to speak up about the malthrope?”

	“You were about to throw away an opportunity. That’s something I hate to see,” he replied, adding with a shrug, “So to speak.”

	“Mmm. Well, listen closely, because there are a few things you need to learn about me. I’m not so hard-headed that I’ll ignore a good idea simply because of who suggested it, but I absolutely will not tolerate disrespect. You crossed the line with your remarks. As I said, I don’t see how beating you will do any good, but those three stripes on your arm afford you very little, and until I feel like you’ve atoned for your mistake, you will get even less, because every morsel I feed that malthrope comes out of your share, and every problem the beast causes, you solve. Understood?”

	“Yes, master.”

	“Good. Now go clean up that brand of yours,” Jarrad said, making his way to the door and unbolting it. His servants were waiting on the other side. “Take him to get cleaned up, then take him to the bunk house.”

	 


Chapter 5

	That first week on the plantation—brand week, as Jarrad had called it—was a revealing one. Even to the newcomers, it was clear that the plantation had just undergone a massive change. The land was arranged into three long, narrow fields, but a novice could see that only the first of them had ever been worked. The other two were a match for the surrounding countryside; rolling, wild grassland with the occasional tree or bush. A newly built fence, new enough that the wood was still green in places, loosely separated each field from the next, and a more imposing one ran the perimeter of the plantation.

	Like the fences, the slave quarters were brand new, to the point that three of them hadn’t yet been completed. Each was little more than a shack; three solid walls made from rough planks were topped with a roof that sloped upward to a fourth wall featuring a door and a window, each covered with a woven-grass mat. Inside, there was enough room for a bed and a table with two chairs, with a bit of floor space to spare.

	At least, such was the case for the single-stripe slaves. Double-stripe slaves packed two beds into the same space, and until they proved otherwise, all of the new slaves were given this treatment. As for triple-stripe slaves, it turned out that Ben was the first of them to work on the plantation long enough to require lodging, so it was decided it was fitting to quarter him in one of the unfinished shacks until a more appropriate dwelling could be prepared. As expected, seeing the better treatment a hard day's labor could buy them and the punishment that awaited them for laziness was a remarkably effective motivator.

	As the week wore on, the slaves slowly allowed the lines between their factions erode. The Nattal and Wendo tribesman were the first to give up their rivalry after each realized that they could not remember the precise reason their tribes were fighting. The elves and the dwarf agreed that they ought to ally themselves together, since they were the non-humans of the group, and the alliance lasted until the dwarf remembered how smug the pair of fair-folk were and decided he preferred the humans after all. He alternately joined the Tanoans and the tribesmen in their various tasks, mostly because he had a hard time telling them apart, and eventually the elves caved and pitched in with the rest.

	Briefly, the newcomers attempted to draw a line in the sand between themselves and Jarrad's original slaves, but by the final day of brand week, everyone had come to the conclusion that formalizing their prejudices was more trouble than it was worth. Life was hard enough without having to remember whether you were supposed to hate the man working beside you.

	Each day that week was spent plowing, tilling, dividing, and marking the new stretches of land. Each night, a fire was built to dispose of the weeds, shrubs, and other waste that had been pulled free during the day. The slaves would gather around the flames, eat their evening meal, and recover from their day. As they did, they spoke to one another. It was in this way that the newcomers learned that Jarrad had managed to squeeze from the land an exceptional crop the previous year, and had used the profit to buy the two plots of land beside his own, with the remaining money going to the purchase the slaves to work the land. Thus, a single-plot farm with half a dozen slaves was now triple the size, with eighteen men to work it. It explained why there was so much hard work to be done, and promised a back-breaking season ahead, because their new owner had sunk every last coin he had into this gamble.

	That meant he would squeeze every drop of effort out of the slaves to make sure it would pay off.

	#

	On the last night of brand week, as the sun set and the fire smoldered, the inevitable subject arose. It was a topic that eventually made the rounds in every prison or labor camp, regardless of location or culture. How did you get here?

	As the stories began to flow, a sad fact once again came to light. For those unfortunate enough to have been a part of more than one such discussion, it became clear that there were only a handful of ways one became a slave. Most were taken by raiding parties, groups of ruthless men and women who made their living snatching up fresh workers. Some were taken because they had no means to defend themselves from the usually heavily-armed and heavily-armored raiders.

	This was the case for the Nattal tribesman. The Nattal were a loose group of desert nomads who traveled together from oasis to oasis. The unlucky pair now sitting around the fire had been separated from their caravan. Before two days had passed, slavers snatched them up like cows too slow to stay with the herd. Others were in the wrong place at the wrong time, caught trespassing on Tresson land or in Tresson waters . . . or at least near enough to Tresson land or waters for the raiders to claim they were trespassing. The Tanoans and the Wendo tribesman had been captured in that way. The Tanoans grudgingly admitted they were fishing in Tresson waters. The Wendos had attempted to squat a piece of land that they thought a local lord had abandoned. The lord felt differently, of course.

	“So, what about you, Blondie? How did you end up here?” asked Gurruk the dwarf as he shoveled thin stew into his mouth. The comment was directed at one of the two elves.

	“My name is Borohnirr, not Blondie! I already told you!” the elf replied. “I was the first one you asked.”

	“Well, how am I supposed to tell you elves apart? You can't even grow a decent beard! And I can’t remember what you said, anyway. Means you’re a bad storyteller.”

	“Or you’re a bad listener,” Borohnirr groaned. “For the last time. I was aboard a ship. It was a diplomatic mission. I was attacked, quite unprovoked, off the east coast. I fought valiantly, but I was subdued, and ended up working in a saltern. Imagine me, a prince, raking salt on the shore of this blasted continent.”

	“Oh, right. A prince. What about you, Goldie? A prince as well?” Gurruk asked, pointing a grimy finger at the other elf.

	“Not Goldie, Glinilos! And if you must know, I was a . . . well, you wouldn’t understand my native term, but I was what you would call a duke,” replied the other fair-haired fellow. “I was planning on buying a tannery, and the blasted raiders decided to put me to work there instead.”

	“Uh-huh.” Gurruk nodded. “Thought so. You know something? In my life I’ve met an awful lot of elves, and I’ve never met one that didn’t claim to be one kind of royalty or another. Either South Crescent is absolutely lousy with nobles, or you folk can’t be bothered to come up with an original lie.”

	“Believe what you choose,” remarked Blondie. “I suppose you’ve got a better story, Gurruk?”

	“Me? Well, I’d been drinking a bit too much—” he began.

	“Why do I get the idea most of your stories are going to start that way?” Goldie jabbed.

	“Because I’m not a hoity-toity elf who needs to make up grand tales. Anyway. I got drunk, and I woke up on the wrong side of a border. Simple as that.”

	“Ha! Simple as that, eh?” snapped one of the Tanoans.

	He was the youngest and scrawniest of the Tanoan trio, a boy still in his teens that the others called Nac. He was the only one of the newcomers who seemed to be in danger of falling short of single-stripe status when the time came to apply the brands. It was partially due to the fact that he simply didn’t have the strength to work as hard as the others. Mostly, though, it was due to a spark of spirit that hadn’t yet been extinguished.

	“Something wrong, Nac?” asked Gurruk.

	“Something wrong?” he raved, glancing about before lowering his voice to an insistent whisper. “We are slaves. We are being held against our will. How can you all just sit around the fire, chatting as though there is nothing wrong?”

	“What’s the alternative?” said one of his fellow Tanoans wearily. “We knew that this was a risk when we set foot on that ship. The rest of the crew had enough money, or rich enough relatives, to buy back their freedom. We didn’t. Take your fate like a man.”

	“A man doesn’t just accept a yoke around his neck like a wild horse that’s been tamed.”

	“Have you ever seen a wild horse tamed, Nac?” asked Blondie. “There are a handful of outcomes. Sometimes they give up quickly. Sometimes they fight valiantly and must be worn down. Sometimes they fight so hard they break a leg and are no good to anyone.”

	Nac scowled, his voice growing a bit louder. “I guarantee you I could be over that wall and half a day away before anyone even knew I was gone.”

	“I can give you five good reasons why you’re wrong, son,” came a voice from the other side of the fire. It was a man named Menri, the unofficial leader of Jarrad’s original six slaves. He was older than the rest, but was as well muscled and able-bodied as any of the group. On his face was a crudely trimmed beard and mustache, and the march of time had left his head nearly bare. The right sleeve of his slave tunic was raised, displaying his brand and stripe with the same pride a soldier might show his rank. Despite his advancing years, he’d yet to be given his second stripe.

	“Oh, yeah? And just what are they?”

	“One, you see these scars?” he asked, pulling up his trouser leg to show a knot of skin that looked to have been the result of a pitchfork attack. “Old Jarrad wasn’t joking about those hounds of his. These are from his old ones, but the new ones are just as mean, believe me. Two, let’s pretend you get away from those demons. All the farmers in this area know each other, and they know a slave tunic when they see one. Even if you can get to the next farm without a horse, one look at that outfit and you’ll be knocked down, tied up, and dragged back.

	“Three, let’s pretend you stole yourself a set of clothes and made it to a town. You’ve still got that brand on your arm. Think back to every time you’ve crossed a Tresson border or used a port. They ever forget to check your arm? Knocked down, tied up, dragged back. Four, let’s say you manage to find a smuggler to get you over the border. Half of those guys will just sell you back to the raiders, and then it’s knocked down, tied up, dragged back again. Mainly though, there’s five.”

	“What’s five?”

	“Whisperin’ only makes ‘em listen harder.”

	Nac’s eyes shot open, and he turned just in time to receive a punishing backhand across the face from one of Jarrad’s men. While he was still reeling, he was snatched up and dragged away. The others watched as he was pulled aside and the punishment was administered for the cardinal sin of the plantation: plotting escape. No words were exchanged between those remaining around the fire, but the same thoughts churned in each of their heads. It was a well-known fact that once you’d been captured by the Tressons for one of the right reasons and had been held long enough to be sold, there wasn’t much hope for you.

	Slavery was like a rare disease with an even rarer cure. You never imagined you’d catch it, but once you did, there was little sense in fighting. The real question that burned at the minds of this freshest group of slaves, though, was the more troubling realization: the fact that they had probably breathed their final breaths as free men, or the fact that they had accepted the fate so quickly. A small piece of them wished they’d still had the fire in their heart to feel as Nac had.

	As the first lashes of his punishment began to pierce the air, that voice within them was quickly silenced.

	#

	With the weight of their thoughts dragging their spirits down, each of the slaves tried to find some manner of distraction. A flicker of motion and a gleam of eyes at the edge of the fire’s light provided it. Menri saw it first, and for an instant he felt the flutter of fear in his stomach as memories of his encounter with Jarrad’s dogs flashed. A moment’s thought brushed the feelings away, and dark grin came to his face.

	“Ho, blind man! Your shadow is back!” he said with a grin, pointing.

	The other slaves squinted in the indicated direction. First they saw Blind Ben, then the yellow gleam of beastly eyes—the malthrope. Ben had been sitting a bit farther from the fire than the others, quietly eating his meal until Menri’s comment. Now his spoon was still and his head was cocked. If he’d still had his sight, he would be looking around. Instead, he was listening. When the little creature took another step closer, crunching a tuft of grass as he did, the old man sneered.

	“I don’t know how that blasted thing keeps getting out!” he grumbled.

	While the slaves had found their niches with relative ease—and, in any case, had jobs to do, the malthrope was another matter entirely. It was all well and good to imagine the pile of silver his tail would fetch when it was long enough, but until the day it could be sold, Jarrad had made Ben responsible for dealing with the body it was attached to. It was far more complicated than anyone had imagined. The first plan had been to lock it up with Jarrad’s dogs, but that idea turned out to be problematic in a number of ways. Initially the hounds backed the little creature into the corner, barking and growling to the point that there was concern they would tear the little investment to bits. After the cowering beast dropped to the ground, exposed its belly, and generally bowed to their dominance though, the dogs backed off. Later that day they somehow got loose, then twice more the next day. Finally, it was revealed that the malthrope had learned how to work the latch, reaching his cunning little hand through to open the gate to the pen. Over the course of the two days that followed he was placed in the equipment shed, the seed shack, and any other building that had sturdy door, but the little escape artist always managed to slip out.

	“Where were they keeping it this time?” asked Gurruk.

	“The master had us build a pen next to the dog pen for it. A little one with a roof. We got the slats so close together you can’t hardly fit a whisker, though,” Menri said, leaning aside slowly to scoop up a stone to pitch at the creature. The gleaming eyes darted aside, easily dodging the projectile.

	“First we put a latch, but he got it open. Then we tied it shut, but he managed to gnaw through it. This time it was barred from the outside and the blighter still got out,” Ben muttered.

	“Why do you suppose it doesn’t simply run away?” asked Goldie.

	That was the most curious part of the little beast’s repeated escapes. Without fail, every time he defeated the latest attempt at captivity he was discovered lingering somewhere near the workers or Jarrad’s residence. As far as anyone could tell, he had never once tried to escape the plantation, or even find a secluded place to hide. This was doubly confounding considering the excellent motivation the slaves and servants had given him to stay out of sight.

	Remembering the “game” from the carriage ride, he had first made it a point to pester the servants. Though it did seem to get the same level of encouragement from the slaves as the bowl game had, a moment of distraction had earned a strap to the face that convinced him to leave the servants alone. If he tried to approach the slaves, on the other hand, a swinging rake or a thrown stone inevitably sent him scurrying. Slowly, the realization dawned that there was one slave who never took a swing at him: Blind Ben. Once this discovery was made, the creature began following the blind man around, staying as close as he dared. It didn’t take long for the other slaves to start joking that Ben had acquired himself a little red shadow.

	“It is a mally. There’s no ‘why’ to the things it does. It just does them. Like a rock rolling down a hill,” Menri stated.

	“Maybe when they are little, but I hear they’re pretty devious when they grow up. My granny used to tell me about a malthrope in the Great Forest who would turn signposts and hide paths until people got good and lost, then he’d get them to trade him their first-born in exchange for leading them out,” remarked Gurruk.

	“That’s nothing. There is a malthrope back in Qualia, on the South Crescent, who sneaks into bedrooms and whispers into the ears of sleeping women to make them unfaithful,” Blondie countered. “And any child born of the infidelity is born as a malthrope.”

	A few of the others nodded appreciatively. The story was a rare new addition to their already extensive knowledge of malthrope lore.

	“Maybe that's what they do in your parts, but where I come from all they do is steal anything that doesn't move and kill and eat anything that does,” Menri said with a shrug, snatching up another stone and narrowly missing the creature. “Look at it. The stupid beast doesn't even know enough to stay clear when folks are throwing stones at it.”

	The malthrope trembled slightly, anxiously anticipating another attack. One or two more halfhearted attempts to strike him were made before the workers lost interest as they always did.

	Their attention elsewhere, he crept just a bit closer, locked his eyes on Ben, and opened his senses. He listened to their words, smelled their scent. After his first escape, whether the slaves realized it or not, the little creature had tried to run. He'd scrambled over the fence and through a fair amount of countryside without being noticed, but when the panicked urge for freedom began to subside, he realized that he was out in the open. There were foreign smells, strange new sights . . .

	When he'd been behind the bars of the carriage the new sensations were exciting and fascinating. Now he remembered how dutifully his mother had avoided lingering in the open fields, how carefully she'd kept to the shadows. He felt exposed, small, and frightened. He felt alone, and when he was alone there was nothing to keep the feeling of loss from creeping up again. Painful images took root in his mind, and the tears began to flow. The others didn't like him, but when they were near, it kept him from feeling the emptiness. They might not be his family and it might not be his home, but he had no one else and nowhere else to go. And so he went back. Anything was better than being alone.

	Every few minutes he would creep just a bit closer to the blindfolded man, the one who didn't chase him. In a world where everyone else actively despised him, having someone who ignored him was almost like having a friend. He was huddled in the shadow of the man's bench, nearly close enough to touch him, when the old man released an irritated sigh and placed his bowl on the ground. The creature sniffed the air and stretched to get a peek at the contents. It looked like the mushy stuff they'd given him in the carriage, but a bit wetter, and with a meaty smell to it. Casting a wary look up at Ben, he reached his hand out into the flickering firelight. When his fingers fumbled at the edge of the bowl, the blind man's hand darted down and closed around his wrist. It was a dizzying motion, fast as a serpent's strike.

	“Got you, you little devil,” Ben remarked triumphantly, raising the struggling creature up and holding it aside with a bit of difficulty.

	“Ugh,” said Gurruk in disgust. “I don't think I'll ever get used to seeing that thing. Here, look at that in its chest. Master Jarrad got a defective one.”

	“What is it?” Ben asked.

	“Some sort of black patch on its chest. A squiggle with a blotch over it, right over its heart,” the dwarf remarked. “I didn't know monsters could have blemishes.”

	“I'm sure we will have plenty of time to ponder it later, when I'm not hungry and weary,” Ben said. “Come on. Back to the pen with you. Maybe you'll spend the whole night there for once.”

	The malthrope tugged and pulled, trying to twist free or pry open his captor's fingers, but the grip was like a vise. He squeaked and yelped his beastly little protests, and when it became clear he wasn't going to get free, he huffed out a breath in frustration and defeat. What he did not do was scratch or bite. The one time he'd used his teeth, it had been on one of the servants. The beating he'd earned for it had left bruises that would linger for weeks. It wasn't a lesson he was eager to learn a second time. Instead, once Ben had leaned down to fetch his walking stick, the malthrope dangled his feet until he could just about reach the ground, and tried to walk along beside the human. Before long, fatigue forced the human to relax his arm enough for the beast to walk more easily.

	Ben counted out the final three paces from the fire to the path and smiled as he felt the coarser gravel crunch beneath his feet. While the others had spent the week working, he'd spent the week helping them to learn their tasks, and having them lead him from place to place. After a few days of pacing the grounds, tapping the path ahead with the end of a stout length of pole, he'd managed to pull together the beginnings of a map in his mind. It would be a while before he knew the plantation inside and out, but for now he could get where he needed to go, and the walking stick kept him from stumbling over any new obstacles. Two hundred-fifteen paces to the next turn in the path, then eighty more to the turn for the little monster's pen.

	The pen was small, a bit less than waist-height and perhaps three feet on a side. The walls were slats of wood nailed to stout wooden posts, scraps from one of the many lingering construction projects that were scattered throughout the plantation. Ben set aside the stick and felt along the top of the roof of the pen until he found the hatch. A grin came to his face when he realized it wouldn't open.

	“The thing is still barred,” he muttered, impressed in spite of himself. “Clever little thing, aren't you? What did you do? Bar it again when you got out? Or did you find another way?”

	He slid aside the brace for the hatch and opened it, tossing the malthrope into the pen and announcing, “In you go! And this time you better stay in.”

	Once the hatch was secured again, he paced around the edge of the enclosure, feeling at the dirt until he came to a shallow little hollow beneath the slats of one wall. It was just barely large enough for the malthrope to slip through.

	“Ah-ha! Found it,” Ben said. He kicked some loose dirt into the hole and stamped it down good. “You're going to have to do better than that. Tomorrow we'll drive some stakes down along the edge of the wall. I can't wait to find out how you'll get past that one.”

	The little creature twisted his head and pressed an eye as best he could against one of the wider gaps in the wall, watching the blind man go. Once even his sharp night vision couldn’t make out Ben’s form, he sniffed around the inside of the pen. A moment’s search turned up a reasonably soft patch of dirt, and he began digging again.

	#

	The following morning, the slaves were lined up and assembled before their master. Joining him was an official of the local lord, on hand to record the number and worth of the slaves so that his annual tribute could be duly adjusted.

	Jarrad marched out and peered across the land spread out around them. The speech he’d delivered upon their arrival had done its job, because the slaves had certainly done theirs. Where just days ago had been two roughly roped-off stretches of untamed land, now there were two fields of supple, plowed earth ready to accept seed. The rest of the slave quarters had been completed, and the framework of what would eventually be a sturdier fence had been laid. Another week like the last one and the land would be ready to begin earning back the fortune Jarrad had paid for it. He nodded and turned to his workers.

	“You did well, men. And when you do well by me, I make it a point to do well by you. And so I shall, with two exceptions. Nac, step forward.”

	All eyes turned to the youngest of their group. He took two unsteady steps forward. A vicious red welt ran across the back of his neck, and another graced his cheek. From the way he moved, there were plenty more hidden beneath his tunic. He tried to muster a defiant look, but much of the fire was gone from his eyes.

	“You could have worked harder, but you are young and that can be forgiven. What is not so easily set aside is your talk of escape. You'll have two stripes, and until I'm satisfied that you've learned the error of your ways, I've instructed my men that you are to be treated as though you have three. Go to the tool shed. The brand is waiting for you,” he decreed.

	Nac silently obeyed, the servants and slaves alike watching as he walked.

	“As for the rest of you, the new slaves have demonstrated that they deserve a single stripe each, and I've seen nothing to suggest that I should add a stripe to any of the veteran workers. In a moment, those earning their first stripe will follow young Nac to the tool shed. Before you go, I want you to know what that stripe gets you. Each of you will have your own hut. The land behind your hut is yours to work for your own purposes. Food, recreation, whatever you like. You will be given three meals a day, one with meat. Plenty of you couldn't hope for half as good back where you came from.

	“Now—to the shed, and after that you've got the day to rest. Tomorrow the planting begins. Dismissed,” he decreed. As the slaves shuffled back toward their quarters, Jarrad added, “Ben, you stay behind.”

	The blind man remained as the others departed.

	“To my great surprise, you've given me reason to believe that you will be as useful as your previous owners suggested. You've got a good head on your shoulders,” Jarrad said.

	“Thank you, master.”

	“And then there is the matter of the malthrope . . .

	Ben slouched slightly and cleared his throat. “Yes, it has proven to be somewhat more difficult to handle than I had anticipated.”

	“That's putting it lightly. Unless I'm wrong, the beast has spent more time outside of its pen than in.”

	“That is likely, master.”

	“I made the thing your responsibility.”

	“And I take the responsibility very seriously. I do believe the creature has not done any damage.”

	“No, but it is a distraction and a disruption, and I won't put up with it for very much longer. Handle it, blind man.”

	“Yes, master.”

	The master and his servants paced back to the residence. Those slaves who did not require a fresh brand retired quickly to their quarters, and those earning their first stripe reluctantly made their way to the tool shed. It left Ben alone at the edge of the fields. After a few moments, he was just barely able to hear the quiet crunch of tiny feet. Ben didn't need eyes to know that it was the malthrope taking the lack of witnesses as an opportunity to slip from his hiding spot and take a few steps closer to his “friend.”

	The old man sighed heavily. “You aren't going to make this easy, are you?”

	#

	The next few weeks were extraordinarily taxing, but in different ways for different people. Most of the slaves faced long hours of hard labor, starting before the sun had finished peeking over the horizon and ending sometimes long after it had dropped below it.

	One field was planted with precious rakka seeds. As was the case with every other aspect of the delicate crop, planting had to be done with great care to have even a chance at a healthy crop. A measuring stick was supplied to each slave to push into the soil to a precise depth. A seed was then dropped in, covered, and the soil was moistened until it was just the right texture. Experienced slaves took the lead, demonstrating the proper methods.

	The first three weeks were so crucial that three slaves were designated “blackfeet.” They would march the fields during the height of the broiling Tresson midday, their feet bare and watering can in hand. If the earth began to feel a bit too dry, it was watered to perfection. Those newcomers who learned quickly were trusted to remain on the rakka field, while even a single mistake banished them to the second field, now being planted with lentils. As a crop, they were far less fussy, but no less important, because the harvest from that field would provide the bulk of their meals for the year to follow. The third field, formerly Jarrad's only piece of land, was left to lie fallow.

	During the day, Ben spent most of his time as a “blackfeet,” a job to which he was uniquely well suited. When the hottest hours had passed, though, the time inevitably came to deal with his far more challenging assignment: catching and controlling the little malthrope. Realistically, he shouldn't have even had a chance to catch the little thing, but for some reason the malthrope didn't have the good sense to stay away. All Ben ever had to do was hold still or pretend to be distracted while no one else was around and the beast would come out from whatever dark corner he had found and gradually work his way toward Ben.

	At first, the rascal would come near enough to practically touch his playmate, but after getting snagged once too often, bait was necessary to entice the thing near enough to be caught. Fortunately, he didn't seem to be very picky. Food was the obvious one, and it continued to work at least once a day. Failing that, a bit of rope with a knot in it, a strangely-shaped stone, or virtually anything else Ben held briefly in his hand was enough to get the creature to tiptoe into range and investigate. Once the blind man felt the pest was near enough, he would reach down, grab a handful of pelt, and hoist the malthrope from the ground. By the third time he had been caught, the creature didn't even struggle. This had simply become the new game, and getting caught was just the end of the first round.

	The second round began once Ben deposited the beast into the latest attempt at captivity. For the first few days, Ben continued to try to make the pen a suitable prison. Stakes were driven into the ground surrounding it. Boards were added to the floor, more nails, more slats, a better latch. After each improvement was made and each flaw corrected, Ben would proclaim “In you go!” with escalating frustration and slam the hatch.

	Seldom would more than a few hours pass before his shadow was back behind him.

	When it became clear that the pen was a losing endeavor, Ben sought out alternatives. One of the only doors with a legitimate lock on it was the grain storehouse, so he managed to get permission to lock the pest inside, if only to see if he would be able to get out. It was an educational experience to say the least. At first, it seemed that they had struck upon a solution, since the malthrope didn’t seem to show up in any of his usual haunts for nearly a day. Noon the next day, though, the blind man heard the familiar echo of footsteps along with his own.

	Though the old man would have to take their word for it, the other slaves claimed that the little creature was practically waddling, stomach bloated and face the very picture of contentment. Ben rushed to the grain house to find the door still locked. When he managed to have it unlocked, he did his best to inventory the sacks of grain, but none seemed to have been emptied, or even opened. He shrugged his shoulders, crossed the storehouse off the list of potential enclosures, and received a vicious dressing down from Jarrad for the fiasco. It wasn’t until days later that he finally learned where the beast had gotten his meal.

	Ever since the incident, Ben had been losing track of the little devil for about an hour each day, and he had a strong suspicion that the creature had been sneaking back to the storehouse. Sure enough, on one such occasion, the blind man made his way back to the sturdy, locked door of the communal pantry and pressed his ear against it. Inside he heard the scrabbling of claws and the squeaking of a mouse. The squeaking came to a swift and sudden end, and a moment later something dropped down from an upper window, then down to the ground, licking its chops all the while.

	“Well . . . if nothing else, you’ll keep the mouse problem under control,” Ben grumbled. “Come on. Let’s see where you’ll be escaping from next.”

	He paced back to the fields, his shadow faithfully in tow.

	 


Chapter 6

	“You, blind man!” came Jarrad’s bellowing voice from across the fields.

	Ben had been busy marching in measured steps along the fence line, part of a daily regimen to complete his mental map of the plantation grounds. When he heard the call, he turned to its source, mostly because he’d long ago learned that people still expected him to look at them when he spoke, even if it didn’t do him a lick of good.

	“Yes, master! How may I help you today?”

	“In the workshop—now!” Jarrad replied. He didn't sound angry—or, at least, no more angry than he usually did. He rarely addressed his workers individually, and when he did, it was with the same force and manner that he used when addressing the group as a whole. All in all, it painted a picture of a man who exclusively spoke at the top of his lungs.

	“Yes, master!” Ben quickly replied, pivoting his feet and beginning to trace a path to Jarrad's workshop.

	In short order, he reached the door and was ushered inside.

	“What is it that you require?” Ben asked.

	“There’s a chair in front of you. Sit down,” Jarrad said.

	He extended his waking stick until it clicked against one of the legs, then stepped forward and sat.

	“Planting season’s over,” Jarrad said.

	“It is.”

	“Nine in ten of the rakka seeds sprouted. Best year so far. You did a good job teaching the new slaves, and you taught my men a thing or two.”

	“I’m happy to have succeeded in my tasks.”

	“Mmm. Most of your tasks.”

	“Yes, master,” Ben said with a sag of his head, “most.”

	“Mmm,” Jarrad repeated, “and the most sensitive part of the year is behind us now. The other slaves know their roles, there’s no more need for blackfeet. Your good service of the past isn’t enough. This is not a charity. I can’t afford to be putting food in the mouths of workers with no work to do. Not this season. So there are two things to be done. You need to get that rat that follows you around sorted out, and you need to find some way to make yourself useful until the rakka starts to bear fruit, or I am going to have to start cutting your share of meals down.”

	His words were not delivered with anger or reprimand. They were frank, steady, and matter-of-fact. He was simply explaining the reality of things, with the confidence of a man who knew that for this patch of land, reality was his to sculpt.

	“That is understandable.”

	“So, have you got any other skills that might be helpful?”

	“I am something of a repository of skills, master. What needs to be done?”

	Jarrad took a seat and drummed his fingers on the table, eyes wandering in thought for a few moments. “Many of the tools are in a state of disrepair. For the last few seasons, I have been paying a tinkerer to visit from time to time to mend them. You indicated in the past that you could do this job. Are you confident you still can?”

	“Quite confident, if a few requirements are met. Will I be doing my work here?”

	“No. There is a small shack at the far end of the fallow field. That should be sufficient.”

	“Very well. I presume that I will be the only one using the shack.”

	“My men use the equipment there from time to time.”

	“That will have to stop, I'm afraid.”

	Jarrad shot Ben a hard look. Realizing that the withering gaze would do little to intimidate a man who couldn't see it, he growled. “You do not give me orders.”

	“I would not presume, master. But if I am to use the tools, I must be the only one. I cannot simply look for the appropriate tool. It must be precisely where I expect it to be or it will take me hours to find it.”

	“I will instruct my men to put things back where they found them.”

	“That won't do. You see this?” Ben asked, extending his hand. Across one palm was a vicious scar. “When last I shared a workshop, the man I worked with put a saw back where he found it. The blade was facing the wrong way.”

	Jarrad looked at the ancient wound thoughtfully, then reclined in his chair and quietly considered the situation. At the creak of his master's chair, Ben closed his hand around the walking stick and waited patiently. In his experience, slave masters did not typically respond well to logic when it conflicted with their whims, but he was well beyond the age of worrying about such things. They would do what they pleased regardless.

	Jarrad leveled his smoldering gaze again.

	“You have three stripes, blind man.”

	“I do.”

	“You are the only one in your quarters.”

	“I am.”

	“That is a right reserved for single-stripe slaves.”

	“It is.”

	“The workshop shall be yours, exclusively, but you will no longer be permitted your own quarters. Your cot will be moved into the workshop. Is that understood?” Jarrad asked.

	The final words were a dagger-sharp dare for further objection. Ben wisely did not challenge him.

	“It is,” replied the blind man, nodding in deference.

	“So be it,” Jarrad said, rising and opening the door. “Have one of the others move your cot for you, and instruct them to bring any tools in disrepair to your new quarters. I shall inspect the results personally. For your sake, you had better hope your skills are sufficient.”

	“I am confident that they will be adequate,” Ben said, standing. The master slapped a hand hard onto the old man's shoulder and pushed him back to his seat.

	“One last thing to remember. I don't care if you fix every tool on this plantation better than the day it was made. If you don't get that little demon of yours under control, I will find a way to make you pay for it.”

	Ben nodded and was allowed to stand and leave. When he was clear, the door slammed behind him. Not three steps later, his footsteps were joined by the light padding of his little shadow. He stopped, and the creature stopped with him. He shuddered, then headed off in the direction of nearest activity in order in enlist aid in setting up shop.

	#

	Preparing the workshop was little trouble for Ben. It was a task he'd done many times in his life. The shack that would now serve as his workspace and residence wasn't nearly large enough to serve either purpose properly, but he'd hardly expected any better. Whereas the housing for the slaves was simple but solid, the shack was a flimsy excuse for a building, constructed less to keep the elements from leaking in and more to keep the tools from walking away. Putting equipment in the hands of a slave was unavoidable during the course of their labors, but letting them hang onto the more versatile tools during their off hours was an excellent way to lay the groundwork for an escape or an uprising. Thus, Ben's new home was drafty as an open robe, but it had a sturdy door with a key lock. Rather than entrusting the key to him however, Jarrad supplemented it with a brace on the inside, instructing his men only to lock the door when Ben was not inside.

	Every inch of floor was utterly littered with scraps of wood, rope, and leather, as well as hammers, saws, vises, pliers, and a dozen other tools. For the better part of a day, Ben painstakingly inventoried, sorted, organized, and stowed each item he found. When he was through he'd managed to unearth a passable worktable and enough floor to place his cot and a chair. Thus prepared, he opened the door and began his new task. Rakes with loose or bent tines were straightened and tightened. A nearly-bald broom had its bristles replaced and lashed securely in place. Shovels were sharpened, splintered hoe-handles were mended or replaced. One by one, each tool was efficiently restored, and, one by one, the slave owner inspected the results. Most were good as new. Many were better.

	Satisfied, Ben's new task was left to him without further comment. Unfortunately, there was still the matter of his other task.

	In the days to follow, any moment not spent sleeping, eating, or mending was spent devising new methods to capture and secure the malthrope. The procedure was always the same. Ben would find some corner of the plantation away from prying eyes, at which point the little thing would be bold enough to approach him. Then he would pull out what he came to think of as “the prize.” Lately he'd been piecing together any odd assortment of scraps from the workshop into a haphazard bundle. As soon as it was revealed, the beast would fairly scamper up to him for a closer look and a chance to snatch it away. In what was no doubt the most entertaining part for anyone who caught a glimpse of it, the blind man would then try to pounce on a creature a fraction of his size and a multiple of his agility. Each day, the malthrope got his hands on the prize a bit sooner, and Ben got his hands on the malthrope a bit later.

	Strangely, he always seemed to catch the creature eventually.

	Next, it was into this pen or that, each time with some new attempt at security, and each time with an eventual escape that would bring the whole process to full circle. After a week, Jarrad made good on his threat and cut Ben's meals in half, which added a level of frustrated urgency to the next round, but did little to increase its success.

	Near the end of one particularly hot day, a week before the rakka plants would be showing their first ripe berries, he took his usual position near the far end of the fallow field and fished out a knot of leather and feathers that would serve as the day's prize. No sooner had it been drawn from the pocket of his tunic than it was snatched from his fingers, scrabbling paws retreating beyond arm's reach to inspect the trophy.

	“Blast you, you little devil,” growled the blind man in frustration, swinging his walking stick and attempting to lunge at the sound of footsteps.

	A clump of earth caught the man's sandal and he lost his footing, tumbling to the ground and sending his walking stick clattering across the ground and well out of reach. It was the last straw, and for a few moments he allowed himself to spew long sequence of remarkably colorful profanities. When he'd managed to regain a bit of composure, he raised himself stiffly to his hands and knees and began feeling along the ground in the direction he'd last heard the rattle of his lost stick.

	“Little blighter,” he muttered angrily to himself. The footsteps tapped closer. “Yes, yes. I hear you. You can go back to making a fool out of me soon enough. I've just got to get my walking stick back. I tell you, if I could feel that thing thump you good and hard on the head just once, I could die happy.”

	As the blind man continued to mutter angrily, the malthrope watched him, head cocked to the side. This was the first time the old man had ever done this. It wasn't part of the game. Not the one he was used to playing, anyway. He watched and tried to figure out the purpose of it. The man clearly wouldn't catch him crawling around like that. As fun as the keep-away part was, getting led to someplace new—the “in you go” part—was his favorite. It always gave him something to figure out. They'd never get to that part with him crawling around on the ground. It took a few more moments of watching and wondering, but he figured out what the old man was after.

	Ben heard the feet suddenly scamper ahead, then the unmistakable sound of his walking stick being dragged along the ground, then snatched up.

	“No, no, no. You little monster, you give that—” he began to object, reaching his hand out. His exclamation caught in his throat, interrupted by something it took him a moment to comprehend. The stick had been pressed into his palm. Slowly the old man realized what had happened. “You . . . you've been doing this on purpose the whole time. You like doing this.”

	The only sound in reply was the tap-tap-tap of the malthrope's feet as he fairly danced in anticipation of the next part of the game.

	“Well, I'm through. No more,” Ben grumbled, using the walking stick to climb to his feet. “My stomach hasn't been full in days because of you. If I'm going to go hungry, I might as well save my energy rather than keeping you entertained.”

	Ben made his way forward in the direction he was reasonably certain led to his workshop. The tumble had forced him to lose his bearings somewhat. The malthrope scampered along behind him, then beside him, impatiently waiting for the old man to make his next grab. When none came, the creature ventured closer. Usually, the old man turned in his direction when he made a noise, so experimentally the creature hopped about, thumping and stomping the ground to get his playmate's attention. When that didn't work, he placed his stolen toy in his mouth and stalked closer on all fours, gingerly tapped Ben, then sprang away.

	“Enough. I told you, I'm through,” he muttered at the creature, which he could plainly hear pacing in frustration. “I'm finished with this game. Why should I waste my time finding new ways to catch you and lock you in a pen when I know you have no intention of staying in?”

	The creature's eyes lit up and his ears twitched at the final word. Opening his mouth, he took a deep breath and released it in a squeaky, not-quite-human yelp. “Ih!”

	Ben stopped. “What?” he said slowly.

	“Ih?” the beast attempted again.

	“In?”

	“In!” the thing said, excitedly. “In y . . . In yuh . . .”

	“So you can talk, now, can you?”

	“You! In you guh . . . In you guh . . .” the malthrope attempted, as though saying the first words forcefully enough would give the next enough of a push to cause it to spill out of his mouth.

	“Go,” Ben supplied.

	“In you go!” it piped insistently, springing about, nodding vigorously. “In you go! In you go!”

	The blind man took a slow breath and stiffly crouched, extending a hand. His little shadow crept up, looking at the hand.

	“In you go?”

	“Yes, in you go,” Ben said flatly. The creature placed his wrist in Ben's hand. The old man dropped his head and sighed in frustration at the lost hours. “I've been going about this the wrong way. Come on, you clever devil. Let's see if we can find a better game.”

	#

	“All right,” Ben said, when he reached the pen that despite all attempts had not been able to keep the creature locked away for more than a few hours at a time. “In you go.”

	When he failed to hear any sounds to suggest he had been obeyed, he pointed and repeated himself. “In you go.”

	His shadow glanced up at the hand, then climbed to the roof of the pen, pulled open the hatch, and dropped inside. Ben grinned.

	“Now, the sun is going down, there,” he said, pointing to the west. “It will be dark. You stay in until the sun comes up, there.” He pointed to the east. “Understand?”

	“In?” it asked from within the pen.

	“In. All night.”

	“In,” it replied resolutely.

	“Good. I will be back when it is light. If you are still in, I will give you something.”

	“In,” it repeated with vigorous nods.

	“Right. You had better be inside when I come back tomorrow,” Ben said, closing the hatch and bracing it.

	The malthrope watched him go, then sat on the floor of the pen and waited. For a time, the half-understood promise of reward and the simple joy of another creature acknowledging him with something beyond casual cruelty was enough to keep the dark memories at bay.

	Nights are long, though, and loneliness is an emotion that will not easily be pushed aside. Sleep was slow to come and quick to depart. Each time he jolted awake, the creature cast a hopeful glance to the eastern sky for some hint of light. Each time, he saw only stars, and, finally, not even that. The beast's sharp eyes squinted in confusion at the field of black where the familiar points of light should be. The wind was howling and gusting, rattling at the slats of his pen and whipping at the crops. Then, as if they had been waiting for him to wake up, the skies opened and rain came pouring down.

	One of the things that made this region so lush and green, the key to making it home to so many farms and villages, was the rain. In other places, rain could come down in any number of ways. Fat, hammering drops. Fine, settling mists. Torrential downpours or irregular sprinkles. Here, it almost always came as a gentle, constant shower. It was as though the heavens wished to be sure that every patch of ground got its fair share, so they provided a steady and even flow without relent, and it would persist for hours. Rain poured between the slats of the pen and doused the little creature to the bone. No amount of scampering about the roughly built shelter/prison was able to yield a dry patch to curl up and ride out the storm. Drenched and miserable, he looked to the east again, and let out a moan of dismay.

	#

	In his shack, Ben woke to the sound of rain. He was pleased to discover that, though they may have cared little about the wind, the owners of the plantation knew enough to keep the rain off of their tools. The roof was perhaps the only fully intact part of the entire structure. At least he would be dry. For the most part, anyway. Here and there a gust of wind forced itself through the drafty walls and brought a spritz of water with it. Rather than wake up with a damp blanket, and no doubt catch his death of cold, the old man reluctantly climbed from his cot to shuffle it a bit farther from the wall.

	“First thing in the morning, I see where the wind is getting in, and see what I can do to fix it,” he muttered to himself.

	Once he was satisfied that he was out of reach of even the most motivated leaks, he rolled himself onto the canvas of the cot and lay his head upon the bundle of cloth that served as a pillow. The instant sleep began to claim him though, a scratch at his door shook him from his doze. For a moment, he dismissed the noise, assuming it was a bit of bramble or an errant tree branch broken free by the wind. When it turned to an insistent hammering on the door, Ben groggily hoisted himself to his feet again.

	“What is it? Whoever it is, haven’t you got the sense to stay out of the rain?” he grumbled, removing the brace from the door and easing it open a crack.

	Even the whisper of an opening brought a veritable stream of water spattering to the ground by the door. It also brought a sudden pressure as something heaved itself desperately at the opening and scrabbled to get through.

	“What in blazes?”

	“In! In!” the malthrope squealed, trying his very best to wedge his head through the tiny opening.

	“No, no, no! Out you go!” Ben growled, nudging the thing’s nose with his foot as he forced the door shut.

	“In you go! In you go!” the creature whined from the other side of the door, ramming against the solid planks with all of the force his spindly frame could muster.

	The creature may not have been very large, but he was determined. The rattling had dislodged the brace from where Ben had left it, and as the blind man leaned low to reach for it, one last clash shook the door just enough to rob him of his balance. The old man tumbled down, the door flew open, and the malthrope exploded into the shed. By the time Ben managed to get the door shut and braced again, he was soaked and muttering a fresh batch of profanities from his seemingly bottomless supply of them.

	“Where are you, you little devil!?” he hissed.

	Ben held still and tried to listen past the rattle of the walls and patter of the rain. There hadn’t been the clatter of tools when the thing had burst inside. Thanks to the need to use every last morsel of space within the shed for storage, the only place a beast might be able to hide without disturbing a crate of tools or a pile of materials was a cramped little corner beneath the old man’s cot. He crept a bit closer and crouched low, listening. Sure enough, there was panting breath and the drumming of a panicked heart. Working out as best he could where the creature’s tail ought to be, he raked his fingers across the earth and managed to grab it near its base. With the beast firmly in hand, he hauled him out into the open. The creature didn’t even struggle.

	If Ben had his vision, the old man would have been treated to a truly pathetic sight. The little thing was drenched from head to toe, robbing him of his fluffiness and revealing how scrawny and gangly he really was. His paw-like hands were caked with mud from his escape, and more of the stuff smudged his rags and matted his fur. The beast twisted his head and looked up at Ben miserably, water dripping in a continuous stream and pooling on the floor. Even without seeing, Ben could feel that the little thing was chilled to the bone and shivering. He found himself feeling a dash of pity in spite of himself.

	“We’ve had very little luck keeping you in that pen of yours,” Ben reasoned out loud. “And we’ve had very little luck keeping you out of the grain storehouse. If I toss you out, you’ll just burrow your way into this place, or pry up a piece of the roof, or some other destructive bit of ingenuity, and then I’m stuck fixing it . . . so, tonight . . . if you don’t make a nuisance of yourself . . . and you don’t touch anything . . . I’ll let you stay in here.”

	“In?” the creature said hopefully.

	The old man lowered his unwelcome guest to the ground, but as soon as the malthrope's paws touched the damp floor, he tried to bolt for the cot again.

	“No!” Ben scolded, yanking the tail. “You stay here! Out in the open. Where I don’t have to crawl around to get you. You understand? Right here!”

	Each time he said the word “here,” it was punctuated by a sharp downward point of the free hand. The malthrope watched his finger.

	“Here?” his guest asked, head cocked to the side once more.

	“Stay here,” Ben said with a nod.

	“Shtay here,” the malthrope attempted, mimicking the motion more successfully than the phrase.

	“Yes,” Ben said. “And you do not touch anything. No games, no snatching things away. No touching.”

	“No-touching.” The phrase was spoken as a single word.

	Ben slowly loosened his grip. The creature didn’t run, instead crouching on the ground and lightly shaking away some of the water still clinging to him.

	“Good. Now don’t make me regret this decision too badly,” he remarked, easing himself back into the cot.

	The creature watched, tail swishing back and forth, as the old man drifted to sleep again. Then the little thing curled up and released a contented sigh through his nose, falling asleep for the first time in too long without the blackness of solitude heavy in his chest.

	 


Chapter 7

	A wise man once said that if one does a job well enough, one will be doomed to do it forever. Ben had more than justified his room and board with the quality of his repairs. So much so that once the rakka berries were beginning to ripen and his skills were once again needed in the fields for training, each night he found hours of work awaiting him. Farm equipment, clothes, and all manner of other things were heaped at the door of his shack, each in need of repair. The toll was a high one. Days spent baking in the sun, teaching the new slaves the finer points of finding, fetching, and processing berries, followed by evenings working his fingers raw mending things would have taxed the heartiest of workers. And Ben was not a young man.

	Worse, there was still the matter of the malthrope.

	The little thing, mercifully, had learned to stay out of the way at the very least. As feared, once allowed into Ben’s shack, the blasted thing refused to spend nights anywhere else. During the day, though, the old man had finally coaxed his ward into remaining in, or at least near, the pen they had built. Once or twice daily, the beast would make a stealthy trip to the grain storehouse to supplement his diet with a few rodents, but Jarrad and his men were willing to look the other way on this particular infraction. They didn’t care one way or the other if the beast ever got to eat his fill, but if ignoring him helped to keep the mouse and rat problem under control, a blind eye was worth turning.

	This meant that the creature was able to go through his days relatively unharassed, so long as none of the day’s labors brought some of the crueler slaves or slave-keepers near enough to jab at him. It also meant that while Ben was being run ragged, his nightly ward had little to fill his days.

	To stave off boredom and loneliness, the creature first spent his time dismantling pieces of the pen, eventually dislodging enough slats to give himself an unobstructed view here and there. When further renovation started to earn him cruel looks and the occasional strike with a strap, he decided to train his keen eyes and ears on whatever group of workers were nearest to the pen, trying to match actions to words, and imitating them both. When the sun began to dip, he would eagerly watch the pathway toward Ben’s shack. The instant the old man began the slow trudge home, his shadow would slip from the pen and take up his rightful place in the old man's footsteps. From there he would watch as Ben worked his way through whatever had been left for him outside his door. Then came a night of well-deserved sleep, the malthrope curled in the center of the floor.

	One night, after nodding off a third time while trying to lash together the tines of a wooden rake, Ben decided to leave the task until morning. It was more than enough to pique the interest of his guest. The old man had never left work undone before, and anything new was a source of endless fascination for the creature. He glanced at the sleeping man and stood, leaving his designated patch of floor and venturing nearer to the half-finished rake. Each step was taken tentatively, and with a long, careful look in Ben’s direction, as though the rake may have been the bait in an elaborate trap.

	Once he reached the work table, the beast stretched up and peered over the edge, looking first to the ball of twine, then the half-lashed rake, then the sleeping old man. Finally, he gingerly plucked the twine from the table . . .

	#

	Birdsong rang out, stirring Ben from sleep. On a normal day, there would be a bit more time before the slave-keepers roused the workers for the day's toil, but he'd let his age get the better of him the previous night. There was work to be finished. He stood, took a measured step to the side, and pivoted to take a seat at the work table. A practiced motion brought his hand down where the ball of twine ought to be, instead it struck empty table. It only took a moment for him to realize what had happened. He forced himself to calmly place his palms on the worktable.

	“It was bound to happen,” he stated. “I’m frankly astounded you’d managed to behave until now.”

	The first words startled his tenant awake. As the creature shook away the grogginess, he listened. The tone of stifled anger in his caretaker's voice was unmistakable, even if the statements were not wholly understood. The creature sifted through the words that he knew, trying to work out what was wrong.

	“I was willing to put up with you, so long as you didn’t interfere with my work. But now I’m going to have to throw you out.”

	“Out!?” he piped in dismay. “In. Shtay here!”

	“If you wanted to stay here, you should have listened when I said no touching,” Ben fumed, jabbing the table with his finger.

	“No-touching!”

	The words seemed to come with a burst of realization, as the little beast scrambled across the floor, between the old man’s legs and gathered up something it found there.

	“No, stop that. Whatever you’re doing, I assure you, you’re making things worse for yourself.”

	“Here!” the malthrope said, darting out from beneath the work table and slapping a half-used tangle of twine down where it had been the night before.

	“Ah . . . well . . .” Ben remarked, clearly unprepared for anything resembling an appropriate response to his scolding, “Where is the rest? And what else did you touch?”

	The malthrope slinked nervously to the rake that had been set aside the night before and nudged it toward Ben’s hand.

	“No, blast it, tell me you weren’t playing with—what . . . what is this?”

	Ben’s fingers slid across the business end of the rake. Where he expected to find the barely attached bundle of wooden tines he’d left the night before—or worse, a gnawed or piddled upon mess—he found instead something quite different. The point where the tines attached to the handle was a veritable bird’s nest of improperly tightened loops and poorly aligned lashings. It was held together not so much with knots as with twine so twisted and tangled that it wasn’t able to unravel, but it was held together. Yes, it was an atrocious job and would have to be almost entirely redone, but it was clearly the work of something that knew what needed to be done and roughly how it ought to be done. It was a pale imitation of Ben’s own repairs, but an earnest attempt.

	It didn’t make sense. Until this moment, Ben would have imagined that the malthrope’s intelligence fell just barely beyond that of a dog. It could parrot a few words, and it could obey a few commands, but it was still a creature. The confounding ability to escape from the pen was one thing, but this was quite another. This was something that a child might have done. A human child.

	“You did this by yourself?” Ben asked, pointing first his guest, then at the attempted repair.

	The malthrope looked to the rake, then back to Ben and nodded.

	“Did you do this? Did you learn to do this by watching me?” the blind man repeated.

	The creature nodded more vigorously.

	“Where are you?” Ben said irritably, reaching toward where he imagined the creature to be.

	The beast first darted away, then crept back and raised his arm to place his wrist in the old man's hand, as he did when the time came to be led to the pen for the day. Ben lifted the little thing into the air and plopped him down beside the chair, letting go of his wrist and placing his own hand on the thing's head.

	“Did you,” he said, pointing at the beast with his free hand, “do this?” His final word was accompanied by a jab at the rake.

	Another nod, this time taking the old man’s hand along for the ride. He groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose.

	“Listen. I am blind. Unless you can nod that head of yours hard enough to rattle your brains, it isn’t going to do me any good. So pay attention. No,” he said with an exaggerated shake of his head.

	“No,” the beast said, imitating the motion.

	“Yes,” Ben said, now with a nod.

	“Yesh.”

	“Now, once more. Did you do this?”

	“Yesh,” came the mush-mouthed reply.

	“Good enough for now,” Ben said, absentmindedly patting the creature’s head. “Now, let me get this fixed before the sun finishes rising. Watch closely. You might learn something.”

	#

	As the sun began to slip from the sky at the end of another long day, Ben made his way to the equipment shed, as he had weekly since he’d been made the official tinkerer for the slaves. A routine quickly formed between himself and whatever servant of Jarrad was currently playing the role of assistant to the supply chief. Supply chief was a position staffed by one of the paid slave-keepers, but if a slave had done a particularly good job or been on particularly good behavior, then as a respite from field labor, the easier task of transporting materials was granted as a reward. Today Gurruk had that honor.

	“Blind Ben!” he declared brightly, tipping a wheelbarrow onto its wheels. “The usual, I imagine?”

	“Mostly,” the old man replied. “But first something off the list. I need a cot.”

	“Something happen to yours?” he asked with a wink. There was a looseness to his speech and a slight waver to his posture that suggested he’d been taken advantage of the lighter duty by indulging in the fruits of his leisure time labors. The fact that he’d winked at a blind man was a fairly strong indicator that he wasn’t quite sober.

	Each single-stripe slave was permitted a small patch of land behind their quarters to do with what they wished. Most wisely used the land to grow additional food. Gurruk used a bit of it as a garden as well, mostly to grow herbs and other ingredients to be dumped into the primary resident of his piece of land: his still. The thing was a triumph of ingenuity and misappropriation, assembled out of spare parts, scraps, and items traded for or outright stolen. It was truly astonishing how quickly he had put it together. Into its boiler would go any overripe or otherwise inedible rakka that came out of the fields, along with stems, botched seed batches, and anything else that the masters intended to throw away. What it produced was an evil-smelling concoction that the elves called pomace brandy. Everyone else called it rotgut. By rights, the stuff should have been weak as water based on the ingredients, but one should never underestimate the ingenuity of a thirsty dwarf. Somehow, he managed to produce a spirit strong enough to bring the hardiest of drinkers to the brink of blindness. Gurruk drank it straight.

	“I need it for the malthrope,” Ben stated.

	Gurruk flinched at the statement. In general conversation, “malthrope” was less the name of a creature and more a slanderous insult to hurl at an enemy. Most slaves hadn’t become comfortable with one of the beasts being near enough to warrant a mention, so the word had yet to lose its edge.

	“You mean that shadow of yours? Err . . . supply chief?” the dwarf asked, turning to the scrawny clerk in charge of the equipment and materials, “Do monsters get beds now?”

	“The mally sleeps on the ground. No cot,” came the reply.

	“Yes, that’s the problem. He sleeps on the ground. He’s always underfoot. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve stepped on the confounded thing. At least with a cot, I’ll know where the blasted thing is when he's asleep.”

	“The monster does not get a cot,” repeated the clerk. “Ask again and I'll have yours taken away.”

	“As you wish. To do the day's repairs, I'll need three lengths of pole, six medium planks, a hank of twine, two spools of thread, a needle, and a half-bolt of canvas,” Ben listed.

	“A bit more than last time,” the clerk remarked, waving Gurruk into the shed to fetch the appropriate supplies.

	“The men have been working hard, wearing through things.”

	“Mmm,” replied the clerk without truly listening. He marked off the contents of the barrow as it was loaded to ensure nothing extra was taken, then waved Gurruk on his way.

	The dwarf easily raised the barrow and set off toward Ben's shack, the old man in tow. With nearly the length of the plantation to walk, and more than enough rotgut in his belly to make him feel particularly social, he decided conversation was in order.

	“So. That little monster has been spending the night in your shack,” he said.

	“He has.”

	“How can you stand it?”

	“Haven't much choice in the matter. He gets into and out of whatever he pleases. At least with him spending the nights on my floor, I haven't gotten an earful from the master lately.”

	“But the stories . . . you know what those things can do. It might steal your soul . . . or curse you . . . or something like that.”

	“Thus far, the creature hasn't done anything worthy of campfire tales.”

	“Not yet, maybe. I'd keep an eye on it, if I were you.”

	“If you were me, I can assure you that you would not.”

	“Eh? Oh, yeah,” Gurruk nodded, glancing at the blindfold. “What's it like being blind?”

	“Close your eyes. It is a bit like that, only more so. What is it like being a dwarf?”

	“Eh. It's life.”

	“You seem to have taken to slavery a bit more easily than the others.”

	“Yeah, well. A free dwarf spends his time working in a mine until he's exhausted, then his nights drinking until he passes out. Only difference between that and being a slave is a bit more fresh air and a bit less strong drink.” He pulled a leather flask from his belt, something he'd had Ben make for him, and took a long swig from it. “Now there's little difference at all. What about you? Why are you such a model slave? What’s your history?”

	“I don’t have a history. I just appeared one day, old and blind, with a job to do,” he said, flatly.

	“Mmm. I hear you. Best not to think about things in the past. Or, better yet, do what you can to blot them out.” Gurruk took another swig.

	The slaves reached Ben's quarters and unloaded the barrow, at which point Gurruk drained the rest of his flask and stumbled vaguely in the direction of his still to refill it. The dwarf hadn't made it more than a dozen unsteady paces away when the light crunch of paws signaled the arrival of the little creature.

	“Right,” Ben said, opening the door. “In you go.”

	His guest hardly needed to be told, scampering inside before the door had finished swinging open.

	“I've got a lot of work tonight,” the blind man continued, taking a seat at his work table. “But this first bit I want you to watch closely.”

	“Watch,” his ward stated with a nod.

	“Yes. Because I am going to show you how to build a cot . . .”

	 


Chapter 8

	The days that followed brought many things. Already deep into the growing season, the lentils and rakka alike were growing in leaps and bounds. For the berries, this meant twice daily stripping away the ripe berries for processing and the overripe ones to make room for the next batch. The cruel thorns and long hours combined to produce the need to constantly mend equipment and workers alike. During the cool nights, the malthrope earned many a lesson watching Ben do his work until even the beast's sharp eyes couldn't make out his motions in the darkness.

	Before long, the little thing began to take on some of the simpler steps himself. He was an eager learner, quick to pick up the broad strokes but slow to master the intricacies. Nonetheless, he clearly enjoyed the chance to be with someone, and to be engaged in some way. In fact, each day he grew a bit bolder, venturing out of his pen earlier and sticking close to Ben even when other slaves were around. It did not go unnoticed.

	“Blind man!” growled a voice from the edge of the rakka field as the slaves were leaving for their midday meal.

	“Yes, Master Jarrad.”

	“Your shadow is back,” said the owner, eying the malthrope as the creature peered nervously from behind a clump of rakka bushes.

	“He is, master.”

	“For a time I thought you'd managed to keep that thing in check. I was almost ready to restore your rations. I do not enjoy repeating myself.”

	“Nor should you, master.”

	“Then would you care to explain why you do not even appear to be interested in catching it?”

	Ben paused. The honest answer was that he had become accustomed to the thing constantly at his side. That was an unacceptable reply for any number of reasons. Fortunately, a reply that was marginally less likely to lead to harsh punishment presented itself. “Because I am beginning to think that keeping the beast locked up is nearly as great a waste as it would have been to slaughter him as you'd intended when you first received him.”

	“You're questioning your master's judgment?” Jarrad fumed.

	“I am suggesting that you did not know, nor did any of us, that the beast could be useful. Right now he is nothing to you but a mouser and a tail awaiting harvest. Until that day comes, surely any work you can wring out of him only adds to the return on your wise investment.”

	“And what good can the beast be in a rakka field besides upsetting the other workers?”

	“Let us see,” Ben said.

	He took a few measured steps toward the field, his mind working feverishly to produce something resembling a useful job for the beast . . . of course. He was a beast! He was used to foraging and the like. That was all that harvesting was, after all. Tapping about with his walking stick, Ben found a few of the baskets holding the morning's harvest. They were sturdy reed baskets, stained with the berry juice of half a dozen seasons. Around the rims hung a dozen or so burlap slings, worn by the workers to carry the harvested berries before being added to the bushel basket. He leaned down and sampled the contents. A bit of squeezing identified one basket of ripe fruit, and another filled with discarded overripe berries.

	“Right, come here, you little devil,” he said, snapping his fingers.

	Locking his eyes on Jarrad, the malthrope slipped from his hiding place a few steps at a time, skittering a bit on all fours before stopping to sit up and assure himself that the master wasn't going to pull out a strap to swing or a stone to throw. When he reached Ben, he stood and finally shifted his gaze to the nearest thing he had to a caretaker.

	“Here. This is ripe. This is what we want. This goes in here, with the rest,” Ben demonstrated, amid many exaggerated gestures. “These are overripe. You put them here, with these. The rest are not ripe. You leave them be. Don't break any branches. Don't pull any leaves. Go, find some ripe ones.”

	The instructions thus handed out, Ben handed down a sling and paced slowly back to Jarrad's side. His apprentice watched him go with a curious look, then peeked over the edge of a basket and sniffed at the contents.

	“It clearly doesn't understand a word you say,” Jarrad muttered, “Look at it. And besides, that row has already been worked, I checked it myself. There isn't anything but under-ripe berries left.”

	“Well, then anything the beast might find would certainly have been lost otherwise.”

	The two men watched as the beast took one final look at the ripe berries before darting into the bushes. Jarrad wore a stern look on his face as he watched the bushes rustle.

	“If that thing harms so much as a single rakka bush, I claim the bounty today and you are on half-rations for the next year,” the plantation owner rumbled.

	Ben responded with a nod. To his surprise, he found that he was almost anxious for the little monster. Realistically, with that thing gone his life would be immeasurably easier. No more having to keep the creature occupied, no more wrangling him or warning him away from the slaves more vigorously hateful toward him. Half-rations were a small price to pay . . .

	And yet he found himself hopeful that his ward would come through this, and a shade guilty that if the beast did not, the little thing's death would be the result of a hastily composed plan to avoid further punishment on his own behalf. He listened as bushes rustled up and down the row, and finally as his apprentice emerged and padded toward the baskets. A telltale tap and bounce of falling fruit as the creature walked made it clear even to Ben that the foraging had not been in vain.

	“Have it bring them here,” Jarrod ordered.

	“Bring them here,” Ben repeated.

	At the sound of the blind man's request, the malthrope approached, putting as much distance as possible between himself and Jarrad as he did so.

	“Here,” the creature said, managing to shuffle the berries about enough to free a hand. He pulled down Ben's free hand and filled it with berries.

	What had been two heaping paws full was just enough to fill the human's hand. Jarrad inspected. The deep pink color of the fruit declared them to be perfectly ripe.

	“The beast found a dozen or so berries. Hardly worth the trouble of having it loose during—” Jarrad began.

	“Here!” the creature interrupted.

	Jarrad glanced down to see the malthrope looking up to Ben, hands outstretched with the sling that had previously been slung out of sight behind his back. The rough cloth of the sling was bulging with berries, each one just as ripe as those in the blind man's hand. The plantation owner reached out to take the bag, but the little creature pulled it away and retreated a bit, eying the other human suspiciously before attempting to present his hard work to Ben again.

	“Fine. I want that thing with you in the fields. Each time the others finish harvesting a row, have it do a pass as well. It clearly hasn't got the sense to stay clear of the thorns, so it can reach the berries the others can't. At the end of a week, if there has been no damage to the crop, and it continues to turn up berries, then you are back on full rations. But keep it on a short leash, Ben. I won't tolerate any problems.”

	“Understood, master.”

	Ben listened as the heavy, plodding steps of his master retreated into the distance. When enough distance was between them, the blind man's protégé took a few more steps forward and hung the well-filled sling over the end of Ben's walking stick. The old man sighed and shook his head.

	“I do not know if I've done you a tremendous favor or a grave disservice, but one thing is now clear, my little red shadow. From this day forward, we are in this together whether we like it or not.”

	“Together,” the creature nodded.

	Ben paced to the baskets and managed to dump the berries into the appropriate one, the beast skittering behind and collecting the stray berries that spilled to the ground along the way. He dusted off his hands, stood up straight, and declared. “I suppose we may as well have ourselves a meal.”

	#

	The creature did his job admirably, for the required week and each one after. Through the whole of the growing season he solidified his reputation as the old man's shadow, perpetually a few steps behind his keeper. Now that the malthrope had an official job to do, the slaves were forced to endure his presence, an affront that had a mixed effect on them. The elves had already been behaving with carefully cultivated disdain for their fellow workers, so heaping a bit more on this latest one was hardly any trouble. Gurruk, typically in one state of inebriation or another, never seemed more than vaguely aware of the beast. The rest, though, either avoided the malthrope, or gave him a very good reason to avoid them.

	Of all of the slaves and servants, by far the most thoroughly hateful was Menri. When stones were thrown at the little thing, his were the largest and the sharpest. When others muttered vile words at the beast, Menri spat on him. The elder slave would tug rakka branches as the creature rustled between them, raking the thing with thorns. More than once Menri had “accidentally” struck the malthrope with a shovel while widening an irrigation ditch. The creature never lingered near Menri if he could help it, and other times always made certain to keep Ben as a buffer between them.

	Ben himself faced a bit of a struggle as well. Though Jarrad was no longer after him to corral the beast, the stubborn plantation owner was very slow to warm to the idea of keeping a triple-stripe slave. The blind man was constantly forced to find new ways to contribute. Fortunately, his long life of service had afforded him an impressively diverse set of skills. On any given day, he could be found coaching slaves in the rakka fields on the best way to find and select berries, or perhaps in a slave’s quarters treating this injury or that ailment, or else in his shop-cum-abode repairing or improving any equipment that required his attention. Regardless of the task, his shadow was always there, watching and mimicking.

	On this day, the last of the growing season, Ben and his protégé were toiling away at what was easily the most miserable task on the plantation—seed roasting. Inside a shack just slightly larger than the one Ben called home, there was a large metal drum. Beneath it, a fire was built using any scraps and trimmings that came off of the field. Heaping baskets of rakka seed would be dumped into the drum, which had to be kept rotating at a constant, steady speed. All the while, the tumbling seeds were monitored by color, scent, and taste. When the seeds were just right, they would be dumped and quickly cooled. On the coolest of days, the air within the shack was stifling, and the powerful odor of the roasting seeds mixed with the smoke of the scrap-fueled fire to make the air nearly unbreathable.

	Most days it was a trio of the veteran slaves manning the roaster, but on the final harvest day—a day when both the rakka and lentil fields needed to be stripped clean—every able body was needed on the fields. That left Ben to supply the muscle to rotate the drum and issue orders. All other tasks were performed by the malthrope. Thanks to the well-trained nose of the blind man and the sensitive nose of his apprentice, there was no need for looking or tasting, and thus little use for a third man. Even with only two slaves on the job, much of the time was spent waiting, with the occasional request for another bundle of dried scraps to be thrown on the fire.

	“Smells close,” wheezed Ben, cranking industriously at the drum. Once or twice, he had experimented with allowing the creature to man the crank, but that idea had been abandoned fairly quickly. The little beast invariably cranked a bit too enthusiastically, as though turning the crank faster would roast the seeds faster.

	“More,” remarked his shadow, sampling the air for the smoky, spicy scent. “More . . . more . . . no more!”

	Ben halted the drum and stepped down on a foot lever, which, through a series of interlinks, managed to hoist the far end of the drum toward the roof of the shack, dumping the seeds into a carefully placed basket. When every last seed had tumbled into the basket, the malthrope shoved and heaved at it until he’d managed to maneuver it out the door, where it could be dumped into a wooden tray and spread thin to cool.

	“Quickly, load the next batch,” Ben managed to order between coughs.

	“No next batch,” the malthrope said.

	“We’ve actually gotten ahead of the shuckers?” Ben asked, referring to the slaves performing the only marginally less laborious task of removing the single seed from the center of each rakka berry, dropping it into a vat to soak, and collecting the seeds from three days prior to be toasted. “Thank heaven for small favors.”

	“Thank heaven,” came the parroted reply, accompanied by a nod.

	To keep the drum from overheating while it awaited its next load, Ben wedged his chair over the foot lever. He then stiffly made his way to the outside, where a second chair had been set up for these rare opportunities to get some fresh air into his lungs. The chair hadn’t even finished creaking when he heard the creature plop down beside him. From the sound of it, the beast was tinkering with something.

	“What have you got?” he asked.

	“Wait. Not done,” his shadow replied.

	Ben grinned at the response. The weeks since their arrival had seen a veritable transformation in the little creature. For one thing, he had grown like a weed. He was nearly a head taller than when he had been found, and his hair had grown into a wild and unruly mop that dangled in front of his eyes. He had also become a veritable chatterbox, at least when the two of them were alone. Once he had learned that gestures and nods didn’t get a response, he had quickly learned which words would do the job instead, and his vocabulary had soared, even though his grammar needed work. It was difficult to believe that something so young could have developed so much over the course of a single growing season—but, then, no one truly knew enough about malthropes to venture a guess at how young the creature really was.

	One thing was certain, however: if this beast was typical, then malthropes seemed to develop much faster than their human counterparts. It stood to reason. They tended to live such short and harried lives, the species wouldn't exist if it couldn't learn the ins and outs of survival quickly.

	“Fetch some water,” Ben said.

	“Uh-huh,” his ward replied, jumping up and trotting off.

	A moment later, the apprentice returned with a wooden pail and a dipper. Ben let a mouthful of cool water scour away the layer of soot and grime that seemed to have coated his tongue, then spat it on the ground and took a long, badly needed drink. By the time he’d had enough water to convince himself he wouldn’t shrivel up and turn to dust, the tinkering sounds had stopped.

	“Here. Done,” the malthrope said.

	A hand tool, a trowel, was placed in Ben’s hand. With the sheer quantity of secondary tasks that the old man had been forced to take on, he'd begun handing down the simpler tasks to the malthrope to do alone. The results were typically lackluster, but they left Ben with far less work to do to bring them to a proper state of repair. He turned the latest test of his apprentice’s skill over in his hands and felt the joints, testing the strength and feeling the edge.

	“It could be better. The grip is a bit rough, and the edge could use sharpening,” Ben critiqued, handing it back.

	“But . . . but good enough, right?” his shadow defended.

	“If it can be better, then it isn’t good enough.”

	“But it . . . I have to give it to Menri.”

	“What difference does that make?”

	“I don’t like Menri.”

	“What difference does that make?” Ben repeated, a stern edge to his voice this time.

	“I don’t want him to have a good tool. Not anything good.”

	“Well, that’s too bad. The purpose of the task, your purpose, was to fix the tool. When you have a purpose, you don’t always have the luxury of choosing who it benefits.”

	“Then I don’t want one.”

	“Don’t want one what?”

	“A pur . . . a thing like that.”

	“A purpose.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	Ben smirked. He'd long had a feeling that the creature actually knew a great deal more words than he used. The broken and awkward manner of speech seemed motivated by his desire to avoid certain sounds. Now was as good a time as any to test the theory.

	“Say purpose.”

	“Purposhe,” the beast slurred.

	“Still haven’t learned to speak correctly, I see.”

	“It’sh hard! My mouth ishn’t like yoursh. The shound shpillsh out the shide when I shay shome shoundsh,” it sputtered.

	“One would imagine that it is difficult to say anything at all in a human tongue, considering you don’t have a human tongue.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Well then, if it is so difficult to speak at all, then you may as well put in the last bit of effort and speak properly.”

	“Uh-huh,” it pouted.

	“Now what don’t you want?”

	“A purpos-s-s-se,” it managed, emphasizing the S partially as an act of rebellion and partially to be sure it sounded correct.

	“That’s your second mistake. There is nothing, nothing, more important than having a purpose. A purpose is the whole reason you exist. Some people have grand purposes, others have simple ones, but they are all important, and to be given a purpose, to know what your purpose is, is a gift. It doesn’t matter what your purpose is, once you have one, you must perform it to the best of your ability.”

	“But why?”

	“Why? Because a sharp trowel cuts the earth more easily, and a smooth grip is easier on the hand. A proper tool makes work easier. It lets you do more work. That means more rakka, which means more money, which means better treatment. It means more lentils, which means more food for everyone. But, more important than that, easier work means a better life. And I think you'll agree that life is hard enough for everyone, and anything that can make it better is worth doing. Most of all, having a purpose is what gives life meaning. Without it, there would be no reason for you to wake up every morning. Nothing to work toward. Life would be empty. Understand?

	“No.”

	“Well, one day you will. Until then,” he said, handing down the trowel, “do it because I said so.”

	“Okay . . .” moped the little beast, taking the tool back.

	“But later. It sounds like the next load of seed is ready . . .”

	 


Chapter 9

	That first year had been a good one. Jarrad’s gamble with the new land and larger rakka production had paid off, and his plantation flourished as a result. True to his word, he did much to reward his workers. Wooden tools were largely replaced with metal, and gloves and boots thick enough to withstand the vicious rakka thorns were provided to all. Even Ben felt the benefits, as the new tools required him to take on metal working, requiring an anvil and furnace. That meant a new room added to his shack, which, in turn, gave the creature a place to sleep without getting in the way any longer.

	Of course, while a blind man can do a great many things by hand and by ear, one cannot hope to shape hot metal without sight. Perhaps predictably, in the early days, it was Gurruk who worked the steel. When he first took on the task, the flaring flame and pounding hammer terrified the little malthrope, sending him scurrying into the workshop for protection from Ben.

	“Calm yourself,” the blind man said irritably. He was at work sharpening the teeth of a saw. It was a slow and tedious process, and having a trembling beast clutching at one's legs wasn't terribly helpful.

	“Why is he doing that? Why doesn't he stop?” the creature whispered urgently.

	“He's doing that because that is how metal is shaped.”

	“But . . . metal is hard. How can you shape something that's so hard?”

	“You shape it in the same way that you shape anything else. With something harder. You can't make something harder, or sharper, or better, without testing it against something stronger. It's the same way with anything else.”

	“Anything?”

	“Anything. Iron sharpens iron. That goes for men as well as metal.”

	“Men? How?”

	“Ask the people heading into the Cave of the Beast.”

	“What?”

	Ben sighed and set the task aside for a moment, scolding himself for mentioning the place. It was a fine story, and as such the little beast surely wouldn't let him finish his job without hearing it from beginning to end.

	“In the north, in the Nameless Empire . . .” Ben began.

	Gurruk stopped hammering and spat on the ground at the mention of the land to the north. The malthrope ducked a little lower behind Ben's chair.

	“Why did he do that?” he asked.

	“Because we are at war with the Nameless Empire.”

	“Why?”

	“One story at a time, you little devil. Now, in the land to the north, as far east as you can go, there are mountains. At the foot of these mountains there is a very thick forest. At the very deepest part of the forest, where the trees and the mountains meet, there is a cave. They call it the Cave of the Beast. It is called that because there is a creature that lives inside. None have seen the beast and returned to tell the tale, but sometimes if you listen closely you can hear it roar with a force that makes the very mountain tremble. Those warriors who fancy themselves the best in the world make their way to this cave, with hopes of besting the beast.”

	“You said no one has come back.”

	“That's right.”

	“So they all die?”

	“One must assume.”

	“Why would they do it?”

	“Well, it is said that the man who defeats the beast will be hailed the world over as the greatest warrior who ever lived. There have been rewards offered, but most of those who test themselves against the beast do it for the glory. They say that killing the beast is proof of greatness, that no one but the strongest and most skilled of warriors could strike down the monster.”

	“Do you think that?”

	Ben sat for a moment. “You can't fight someone without learning something. Every clash with every foe leaves each a bit stronger and a bit wiser. This creature, if it exists, has faced hundreds and hundreds of the best the world had. And it has bested them all. Imagine what it has learned in that time. And imagine what one might learn by facing it.”

	A sudden startling hiss erupted from the other room as Gurruk quenched the horseshoe he had been shaping in a bucket of water. The sound launched the malthrope into a run, scurrying out the door.

	“That's all for today, old man,” he said, setting down the hammer. “The fourth shoe can wait until tomorrow.”

	“Very well. Put the hammer back where it belongs,” Ben said.

	Gurruk rolled his eyes and slid the hammer into the other room. “You talk to that thing like it is a proper child,” the dwarf remarked.

	“Perhaps if I treat it like a proper child, it will grow into a proper adult.”

	Gurruk grunted and wandered out the door. A moment later, Ben heard the malthrope scurry back in. As he went back to work on the saw, he heard the hammer slide across the ground and, amid much pattering of feet and huffing in effort, hung on the proper hook.

	 


Chapter 10

	Life as a slave is nothing if not consistent. Barring major disaster, the year is divided into a series of seasons, and each season is the same as it was the year before. First comes a short planting season, filled with tilling and hoeing, sprinkling seeds and watering seedlings. Then comes the long growing season, filled with tending and picking, seed roasting and wine making. Then came the short harvest, when the food for the next year is stowed. During cool, dry off-season, the rakka plants are pulled from the ground, sorted, dried, and turned into stout rope or rough cloth. After that, the cycle began again with a new planting season.

	The new workers worked well, and the farm thrived, affording them each more to eat and greater privileges. Just as life began to improve for the others, though, it became steadily worse for the beast. He was growing quickly, and with each new inch, the attitude of the other slaves soured all the more.

	When he was small, he was harmless, practically a mascot for the plantation. Now, each day he was a step further from that tiny thing so easily kicked aside and a step closer to the monsters of their myths and fables. In response, efforts to put him in his place grew more and more intense. The casual acts of cruelty became frequent, and the slightest infraction earned him a savage punishment from the servants. He was perpetually bruised and battered, and his skittish attitude evolved into one of bitter and hunted anxiety. When anyone but Ben was in sight or earshot, he was utterly silent: head low, ears sagging, eyes to the ground. Any motion in his direction was enough to make him jump and scurry for the shadows. He endeavored to stay out of sight as much as possible, and became very good at it in short order.

	Despite this, as his body grew, so too did his skills. After a year his pudgy, paw-like hands began to become more slender and dexterous. Repairs that had previously been too tricky or fine for him to perform slowly became simple. By the third year, he was the size of an eight or nine-year-old boy, and able to take on some of the more labor-intensive tasks, like turning the earth or toting and spreading manure. He would work the bellows of Ben’s furnace, or hammer out hot metal when Gurruk was too tired or sore. He grew stronger.

	Most importantly, he grew smarter as well. Though it had taken time, the creature had come to embrace his mentor’s advice about finding a purpose. He worked diligently at any task he could. The quality of his repairs never seemed to match those of Ben or the tinkerer on Jarrad’s payroll, but it came a bit closer each day. When he was sent to a row of rakka to give it a second pass, it never needed a third, because his sensitive nose and diligent fingers found every berry worth picking.

	While everyone noticed that the malthrope was getting larger, only three residents of the plantation seemed to notice that he was getting better at his jobs. One was Ben, who had come to treat the creature almost as an extension of himself, serving as a spare set of hands when his own were busy, or a set of eyes when he needed them. Another was Jarrad, who watched quietly as his little investment paid larger and larger dividends with each season. The last was Menri.

	The elder slave’s hatred for the creature had always burned the hottest. No one knew why, or cared to ask, but it couldn’t be clearer. In the earliest days, it was simply a general distrust for the species that seemed to fuel his anger, but as the years rolled on, a new reason began to stoke the flames. Menri was getting older. Each year he had to fight harder to keep from having a second stripe added to his arm. No one worked harder than he did, not even the handful of fresh slaves that were purchased each year. No one got more done, no one did a better job, and no one got the privileges and respect that he did. It was a matter of pride, of identity. But when he saw the malthrope in the fields, he saw a creature that could do things he couldn’t. It already worked tirelessly, and whereas each season robbed Menri of a bit more of his strength and stamina, the blasted monster got stronger by the day.

	#

	“Master,” called out Menri.

	The plantation owner halted on his way out for his customary inspection of the day's work and looked to his hardest worker. It was the end of a long day of labor. Most of the slaves had eagerly retired to their meager quarters to recover, and even if they hadn't, it was rare for any of them to address him. Rarer still for Menri to do so. In all of the time that Jarrad had been working the sturdy old slave, he'd not once had more to say than the answer to a question or the acknowledgment of an order. Now he was approaching, purpose in his eye . . . and a length of rope in his hand. A pair of slave-keepers, never far from their employer, emerged from the shadows and lurked ominously as a warning should Menri have undesirable ideas for the rope.

	“What is it, Menri?” he answered, eyes squinted against the setting sun.

	“It is about the beast.”

	“What about it?” Jarrad replied gruffly.

	“Nac knows a thing or two about their bounty. His father tracked them. He says the full bounty is paid when the tail is this long.”

	Menri held out the length of rope and let it roll out to its full length. It was about the length of a man's leg. If the beast's tail wasn't already a match for the length, it would be by season's end.

	“Your crop's just about ready for harvest, I'd say. Good news, eh?” Menri said, handing over the rope. “No more having to watch that thing lurking about the fields. Eating the same food as us. Doing the same jobs as us. By the time we're gathering up the last of the rakka, you'll have your bag of silver, and we'll have the plantation free of that devil.”

	“Your aid in this matter has been noted,” Jarrad said, coiling the rope and stuffing it into the pocket of his tunic. “Back to your quarters with you.”

	“Yes, master,” Menri said with a crooked grin.

	The slave paced the path back to his hut, leaving his master behind to roll out the rope again. He looked at it thoughtfully, then turned his eyes to the fields. Ben was plodding toward the repair shack that he called home. Behind him, as always, was the beast. The thing was carrying an armload of uncut wooden poles, each no doubt destined to be a tool handle. The pile was almost too much for the creature to handle. He struggled every few steps to tip the load this way or that, wrangling stray lengths of wood with a raised knee or hastily moved hand, then scurrying to catch up to his mentor.

	“Ho! Blind Ben!” Jarrad called out. “Come here! Bring the mally!”

	Silently, the blind slave shifted his path, his shadow stumbling along behind. When the duo arrived, Ben motioned for the creature to set down his load.

	“Ben, are you familiar with the length a tail must be to fetch a full bounty on a malthrope?” Jarrad rumbled.

	“Thirteen hands,” Ben answered without hesitation.

	Jarrad grinned slightly and shook his head. “It seems you know just about everything we need you to.”

	“One must find a way to stay useful.”

	“Would you say that this rope is thirteen hands long?” Jarrad asked, passing the length of rope into the blind man's hands.

	Ben slid the rope through his fingers, ending with a nod. “A few fingers shy, perhaps, but roughly.”

	“And would you say that the creature's tail has reached that length?”

	“I couldn't venture a guess. I have seldom found the need to run my hands along the beast's tail.”

	“Beast, present your tail,” Jarrad barked.

	The creature quickly turned and straightened his tail. Jarrad stretched the rope beside it. The tail was a bit longer.

	“It seems that it is time to harvest,” Jarrad stated.

	“It seems so, master,” Ben replied steadily.

	“Send the beast away,” Jarrad ordered, pocketing the creature's death sentence.

	“Go. Take the supplies to the shack,” Ben said.

	Jarrad watched as his investment faithfully obeyed. The creature gathered up the ungainly load and made his way toward his home. The owner's hand was wrapped tightly around the coiled rope in his pocket. He drew in a breath and exhaled through his nose in what might have been a sigh if not for the edge of anger and frustration it carried with it.

	“Something troubling you, master?”

	The plantation owner paused, watching the beast retreat into the distance a bit longer before answering. “Decisions are simple things, Ben. Others may fret and fuss over them, but they are truly simple things. When given two choices, one is better, one is worse. Choose the one that does the most good. If no good can come, then choose the one that does the least harm. That is the correct choice. That is the only choice . . .”

	“An admirable way to live one's life, master.”

	“I can't think of more than a handful of times I've been faced with a decision that I've second-guessed, or one that wasn't diamond clear. And lately, you seem to be at the root of them all. When that beast was foisted upon me, the choice was clear. Kill it. Get the silver. Balance the scales. It was useless otherwise. As you pointed out, however, keeping it alive could make sense, as it would be worth more in the long run. So, a new option: keep it until it was ripe, then harvest it as any other crop. Now . . . the creature has been useful, no question. We've been harvesting easily an extra bushel a day since he's been working the rows. And that nose of his has sniffed out seeds roasted to a level of perfection that we've seldom managed without him—him. Listen to me, I'm speaking of the blasted thing as though it were a man!”

	“One would imagine that the choice would still be a simple one. Is his continued service more valuable to you than his bounty?”

	“You are doing it, too, old man. He isn't a he. There would be nothing to discuss if he was. You don't sell a good man who still has good years in him and a job to do. He would remain here. But that thing is not a man. It is a monster. Fortunately, there haven't been many who have noticed it on the land, or I would be facing the local lord's wrath for harboring it. Is he useful enough to risk the consequences of keeping him? Or do I lop off the head, slit the throat, and squander a perfectly good worker for a mound of silver that he might one day have earned back three times over? And how do I know that the beast will even continue to cooperate? What if I spare it, and in a year it grows into its reputation? I'll have been harboring a killer, and there will be no one to blame but myself.”

	“I can understand your difficulty, master. Perhaps, in time, the answer will become clear.”

	“Time? No. Time muddies things. Invites second guesses. I’ll do as I always do. Set a date to decide by. Whatever decision I make, I stand by. The end of the month is brand week. I’ll send word, see to it that the official on site is a bounty officer. I’ll have the answer by then.”

	“Wise.”

	“Mmm. Dismissed, Ben,” Jarrad stated, turning on his heel and heading toward his manor.

	Ben paced off toward his shack. If his mind was affected at all by the implications of the days ahead, it didn’t show. He wore the same impassive, stoic expression that seemed never to leave his face. When he reached his shack, his apprentice was already inside. The sound of a blade scraping against wood rang out from the smithing room that had been added.

	“Preparing the handles already?” Ben asked.

	“We’ve got a dozen shovels and six hoes to build. Not much time to get that done,” the beast replied. “What did the master need you for?”

	“He needed to think. Sometimes it helps to do so out loud.”

	“What was that about . . . about a bounty? And my tail?” he asked, a dash of anxiety in his voice.

	Ben drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. The beast had never been told. It was hardly a surprise that the other slaves hadn't. Most of them would rather die than be seen even appearing to have anything less than profanities and slurs to say to the thing. But Ben hadn't told him either. What good would it have done? Tell a boy that those keeping him are doing so only until he is old enough to be killed and his life will be naught but anger and fear and sorrow. Tell a creature whose life is already filled to the brim with such things? There was no telling what would have happened. So he was kept in the dark.

	And now? What good would it do now? Tell this creature here, today, that in a month his fate would be decided by whether his life was more valuable than his death? There was no doubt what would happen. But still, he deserved some answer. Even the lowest of creatures deserves a glimpse of the truth before the end.

	“There is a bounty on you. On all malthropes.”

	“But . . . I didn't do anything.”

	“It doesn't matter; you're a malthrope.”

	“Why are people all so angry about malthropes? Angry enough to put a price on them, just for being what they are?”

	“They aren't angry—they are afraid.”

	“Afraid? It sure doesn't feel like fear. Not when they catch me off-guard with a shovel to the back.”

	“They're afraid of what you'll become. And working with you all of these years, it isn't hard to understand where that fear comes from.”

	“What . . . what's that supposed to mean?”

	“Really now. Look at yourself sometime. You're nearly as tall as I am. You've been here five years. That makes you, what? Six, perhaps seven years old? You're the size of a teenager, and you're thinking like a young man. You've got more stamina than a human, more speed, sharper senses, sharper teeth. Man wasn't always what it is now. Cities? Plantations? Societies? There was a time before all of that, when man was still huddling in the darkness. Good heavens . . . something like you? It must have been a nightmare. The same teeth, the same claws, all of the worst features of those things that preyed on man, and a mind to match his own. And now I learn that your kind are full-grown in a decade? More than reason enough for a fear to last generations.”

	“Well . . . that still doesn't explain why he's so interested in my tail.”

	Again, Ben paused before answering. “I've told you many times that there is nothing more important than having a purpose.”

	“Yes.”

	“That to be useful, to do what is needed, is the only reason to wake in the morning. That without a purpose, there can be no worth.”

	“Yes. I know.”

	“Well . . . never, never, has that been more true than now. You must prove that what you are, that what you have become, is more than the beast they brought here all of those years ago.”

	“What if I can't? What if I don't?”

	“Then you'll learn why the master is so interested in your tail.”

	“But I want to know.”

	“No, I assure you, you do not.”

	#

	In the days that followed, the malthrope became distinctly aware of a few things. For the most part, the slaves and plantation were as they always were at this time of year. The hottest days of the season were still weeks away. The hardest work was still days away. Slave and slave handler alike were making the best of a few days with little to do before the rush of the planting season began in earnest.

	Despite the inactivity elsewhere, Ben was stretched thin, his many skill in higher demand now than any other time of year. He spent hours tutoring the ever-increasing population of slaves so that they would be ready for the season, and hours more were spent seeing to it that all equipment was in peak condition. Wherever possible, the beast was there with him, acting as the blind man’s eyes and spare hands. All of this was normal. What was new, however, was the constant feeling that he was being observed.

	The malthrope had long ago developed a sensitivity to being watched. When you live your life among people who would sooner strike you than look at you, how to remain unseen is a lesson quickly learned, and being seen is a tangible sensation. Even with his eyes closed or his back turned, when eyes were turned in his direction he could feel it as a point of pressure, like a ghostly finger pressing on his skin. The feeling grew with time, until it smoldered in the back of his mind, gnawing at his thoughts and fueling his anxiety. Since the mysterious talk of his bounty, it had been constant and maddening.

	More worrisome than the knowledge that he was being watched was the realization of who was watching him. The first was the plantation’s owner. In truth, there was nothing new about that. Jarrad was endlessly watching his workers. For years, though, the beast may as well have been invisible. In watching his workers, the master’s eyes would flit toward and away from the malthrope as quickly as they might from a stone or a bush. Now Jarrad seemed to watch no one else.

	Worse, though, was the second set of eyes: Menri.

	Of all the slaves, Menri’s hatred had always burned hottest, and the years had done nothing to stifle the flames. His hatred, even his abuse, had become such a constant presence in the creature's life that it had simply become another part of the day to day struggle. Now it had stopped—but what replaced it was, in a way, far worse. He too was simply watching, the permanent scowl of his face twisted by the slightest whisper of a smile. There was a chilling quality to his gaze as he watched, as though he knew something terrible was in store, and he refused to look away for even a moment, lest he miss it.

	The constant observation made the beast feel small and frightened again, as though he was still cowering under the seat of the carriage on the way to the plantation. He wanted nothing more than to scurry off, to find some dark corner and curl up inside until he was forgotten—but those days were gone. There were jobs to be done now. It was clear that Ben wasn't simply humoring him by assigning him these tasks. The old man truly needed his help, and even if there wasn't a single other resident of the plantation, slave or keeper, who valued him or his role here, Ben was reason enough to endure the torturous scrutiny. He owed the man that much—and more.

	A month crawled by, and finally the last day of brand week was coming to a close. The day had been unseasonably warm, making the last minor preparations a test of endurance. It seemed an eternity before the sun mercifully slipped below the horizon and the cool of night drifted over the fields. The day had taken its toll on everyone, but it was clear as he trudged back to the shack that Ben had fared far worse than the rest. His breathing was heavy and labored, and his steps slow. His walking stick creaked under his weight as he thumped it to the ground with each step. If not for the stout stick, and more aid from his apprentice than he normally allowed, the old man may not have made it to his shack at all. Once inside, he stumbled to the cot and fairly crumbled into a heap upon it.

	“Here, there's some water here,” the malthrope said, plunging a dipper into a bucket of cool water beside the cot and guiding his ailing keeper's hand to it.

	“Good, yes,” Ben muttered hoarsely, draining the dipper and handing it back.

	“It was warmer today than usual. You shouldn't have spent so much time on your feet.”

	Ben released a few weak chuckles. “Is it you who teaches me now? I didn't think you'd come that far.”

	“Do you need more water?” the creature said, concern knotting his brow.

	“No, no. Just sleep. I did too much today.”

	“You can't sleep yet. Remember? The master needs your help with the carriage.”

	“Blast it, that's right . . .” Ben said with a grimace. He leaned his head back on the bundle of cloth that served as a pillow for a moment and thought. “I can't. Not tonight.”

	“Then you'll have to tell him. Or get someone to tell him.”

	The old man heaved an irritated sigh. “Do a job well enough and you are cursed to do it forever . . . You'll have to do it.”

	The beast shuddered. “If you need me to, I'll try to get someone to deliver the message for you.”

	“No, you do it.”

	“I don't think the master would like it if I tried to speak to him,” he said, tipping his head and briefly allowing confusion to replace the concern on his face.

	“No. You help with the carriage. It is just a few broken spokes, a bit of grease to be added, a bit of work to be done on the axle. You've done all of it before.”

	His apprentice stepped back, eyes wide, as though a lit torch had been waved in his face. “I can't do work for the master. He . . . I . . . he doesn't even allow other slaves to work so near to his home without special permission.”

	“There's a job to be done, shadow. If I tried to do it in my state, I doubt I could finish, and the results would be unacceptable in any case. Go. He hates to be kept waiting.”

	“But I—”

	“Go! Grease, spokes, axle!”

	The apprentice stood and quietly assembled the things he would need, a mixture of nerves and anger tying his tongue. A pot of grease, a brush, and a few hand tools were thrown into a satchel, and a few lengths of the appropriate wood were slid from the pile beside the door as he left. The sound of his departure brought a slow grin to Ben's face. With no apparent difficulty, he sat up on the cot and listened to the creature march toward his master.

	Despite years on the plantation, the beast had never been inside the master's residence, or any of the outlying buildings. The place had begun as a modest home: a bedroom for each of his three children, one for himself and his wife, and a large kitchen and dining room. As the plantation grew, and his family grew, the home had grown as well. It was now a proper mansion: two floors, a dozen rooms, and all of the pointless but beautiful details that tended to accumulate on any sufficiently wealthy home. A porch wrapped around the building's base, with chairs and tables for enjoying the nightly breeze. The railings had lathed balusters, the windows had carved shutters, and the shingles had been painted a warm cream color. Strangely, with each addition Jarrad himself seemed to spend less time there.

	The one new feature that he seemed to use was a stable. With the purchase of the new fields, more oxen were needed to pull more plows, and thus a dedicated stable had been built beside his personal workshop to house the horses responsible for pulling his carriage. In a way, it was the last practical addition to the home, and thus the last one that made sense to a dyed-in-the-wool farmer like himself. Between his time spent marching the land watching his workers, and the time spent working or tinkering in his stable or workshop, the only times Jarrad seemed to step inside his own lush estate were meal time and bed time.

	He was standing beside a lit lantern with his arms crossed, two of his house servants lingering on either side of the stable's doors, when the sound of footsteps could be heard along the gravel walkway around the corner of the stable.

	“Get back! This is the master's residence. Back!” growled one of the servants suddenly.

	“Who is it?” Jarrad asked, pacing toward the commotion.

	“That beast.”

	Jarrad grumbled. “Ben! I thought I told you to leave that thing behind when you come here. Get one of the other slaves to haul things for you. My wife doesn't like to look through her blasted curtains and see a monster.”

	When the owner arrived, he glanced around to find the malthrope standing rigidly in place, tools and equipment set carefully at his feet. There was no sign of Ben.

	“Go get the blind man,” Jarrad ordered one of the servants, turning to return to the stable's entrance.

	“He . . . he won't be . . . he isn't coming, master,” the beast said shakily. Speaking in the presence of anyone but Ben tended to end poorly, so he tried to avoid it. With no other option, he murmured with his eyes turned dutifully toward the ground, head bowed and ears turned down. “He feels ill. From the heat. He said I should help.”

	Jarrad stopped, turning back with a dubious expression. “You? Do you know how to repair a carriage?”

	“I . . . Ben. He repairs carts. Wagons. I watch. I do it sometimes, when he is busy.”

	Jarrad cast a long, hard look at the creature. “Come. The blasted wheel is ruined anyway. It isn't as though it can be made any worse.” He turned to his men. “You and you. I want you near the door. Closer eye than usual on this one.”

	The servants turned back to the malthrope and watched with an intensity that made the month of observation feel pale by comparison. He gathered his equipment with slow, deliberate motions. Anything sudden would earn him a strap across the face, a lesson that still lingered with him from his earliest days in this place. He was escorted around to the stable's entrance, where Jarrad directed him to the damaged wheel of the carriage. It was indeed in terrible shape. Seven of the dozen spokes were either splintered or outright broken. The axle was still whole, but one of its supports was split, and the iron hub had been warped and twisted by the irregular load. A stack of crates was holding the damaged corner of the carriage off the ground.

	“There. Work quickly. I may need it in the morning.”

	Jarrad watched as his investment went to work. It laid out the parts and tools, then began to work the hub off of the wheel. There was a care and precision behind its motions, as though they were the result of long practice and endless repetition. He'd seen the thing work before—for the last month he'd done little else—but in the fields it was always simple work. The creature would dig holes, pluck berries, and carry tools. There was nothing he'd seen it do that couldn't be done just as easily by even a triple-stripe slave. He'd seen little to convince him that the thing was anything more than a creature that had been taught a few impressive tricks. This was different. Something less than human should have greater difficulty with so fine a task. There was no sign of that.

	“How many times have you done this, beast?”

	“Many, master. Smaller wheels,” he replied, levering out one of the undamaged spokes and laying it out beside a length of wood. He marked off the length and slowly lifted the saw from its place beside him, the motion causing a menacing stir from the servants.

	“Let it work,” Jarrad instructed his men.

	The saw was put to work cutting replacement spokes to length.

	“You've been helping Ben for some time now,” the owner remarked.

	“I have.”

	“Why?”

	“It is important to have a purpose, master.”

	“Mmm. Your kind. Malthropes. They say they are all thieves and killers.”

	The creature paused in its work, one hand hovering over a hammer. With a deep breath, he grasped the tool and answered, not looking up from his task. “Yes, master. They say that.” He began to hammer the warped hub back into shape.

	“Is it true?”

	“I do not know, master. I have never met one,” he answered between blows.

	One by one, replacement spokes were lined up, and with hammer in one hand and chisel in the other, the creature set about shaping the ends. Jarrad watched as each step was performed. The beast was not fast, and he was not terribly efficient, but he was thorough. Slow, deliberate motions and endless checking and rechecking ensured that no mistakes were made, and gradually the replacement parts began to take shape. After an hour, the spokes were ready, and the tedious task of fitting them in place could begin. After a second hour, the crunch of steps on the path heralded a new visitor.

	“Father, tell me you've got that carriage fixed,” came a young voice.

	When he reached the doorway, the visitor turned out to be a young man, barely out of his teens, but with the tone of voice and general attitude of a privileged child. In the face he was the spitting image of his father: dark hair, hard jaw. A single glance was all that it took to reveal that the resemblance stopped at the surface. He was thin, skin practically pale from lack of sun. His hands were smooth and unmarked by labor, and he wore an attitude of smugness and superiority like a crown. There were princes less overtly enthralled by their own power and position. When he saw the beast working at the wheel, he sneered and stepped back.

	“Honestly,” Jarrad's son scoffed, “You let that thing this close to the house? I simply will not ride in anything that has been touched by that!”

	“You are not in a position to choose, Marret. It is our only carriage,” Jarrad rumbled.

	“Exactly, Father! It is a crime that we haven't got two carriages. Or three! I really ought to have my own by now. I'm the heir to this plantation!”

	“Marret, we've been through this. We do not need it. I will not stand for another coin being wasted on pointless status and show when it could be invested back into this land!”

	Marret scoffed again, dismissively turning to march back to the manor. “Fine, Father. Toil away in the dirt. When I'm in charge, things will be different.”

	Jarrad released a hissing sigh, like steam rushing from Gurruk's still, and clenched his fists tightly enough to crackle the knuckles.

	“You two, go!” he barked at the servants by the door. “I can handle the beast.”

	With a reluctant nod, the men departed, leaving Jarrad alone with the malthrope. The owner stalked around the stable, jaw tight and teeth bared. Finally, his anger got the better of him and he unleashed it, grabbing a bucket and bashing it against the wall. His men came running back, no doubt expecting to see the creature at their employer's throat. Instead, they found the creature crouched on the ground, head covered and trembling as the owner seethed in the middle of the floor.

	“Sir?” ventured the braver of the two. “Is there something wrong?”

	“Did you hear me call you back?” he barked. “Get out! I'll call you if I need you.”

	The men scurried away once more, leaving Jarrad to simmer in anger again.

	“Get back to work,” he said, pacing back and forth.

	The malthrope nervously picked up the hammer and began tapping apart the wheel so that the fresh spokes could be inserted.

	“Money. Money is the problem. It ruined that boy,” Jarrad began. “Look at him! He's never had a speck of dirt on those hands. The sun has barely touched his brow. Five years . . . five years is all it took. One day, he's a little boy, it is all you can do to keep him out of the fields, keep him from doing something to get himself hurt. The next day, the first big rakka harvest is sold and he thinks he's royalty. It is like you said. Purpose. A man needs purpose. That boy looks at this land and he sees the money it can make him. He doesn't understand that you only get out of it what you put into it. This land has got to feed more than two dozen mouths. And it has, faithfully, but only because I gave it what it needed. And one day it will all belong to that boy.

	“I swear, if either of my girls had even the slightest interest in this place I'd leave it to them. But the oldest, she's got her own family now, and the youngest . . . well, she's nearly as bad as him. She knows a thing or two about how to run things, but it is still all about the money for her, and she'll get her claws into some damn fool like me before she decides she wants to do something on her own. If that boy doesn't open his eyes and start to understand where all of those fine clothes and expensive habits are paid for, this land will collapse once he gets his hands on it.”

	Jarrad took a deep breath and looked to the creature. The beast had been quietly working. He had managed to insert each of the spokes loosely into the hub. The thin bits of wood were all angled upward, holding aloft the hub of the wheel like the peak of a tent. He was standing, circling the wheel. The plantation owner crossed his arms and leaned against the door, curious how his investment intended to force the hub flat to notch the spokes into place and finish the wheel. Such a thing was normally achieved as the wheel was being built. Doing it without disassembling the wheel seemed unlikely.

	Nearly a minute of watching the malthrope pace around the wheel had nearly sapped Jarrad's patience when the beast finally stopped. He crouched slowly and reached out to straighten the hub, then in a flash of dizzying motion, sprang into the air. The powerful leap was nearly enough to brush the points of his foxy ears against the high roof of the stable. At the peak of the jump, he pulled his legs up, and as he came down upon the wheel he straightened them, fast and hard, driving both heels into the hub. With a creaking pop, the hub snapped flat to the floor, all spokes firmly seated.

	“You didn't learn that from watching an old blind man,” Jarrad remarked.,

	“No, master. Ben usually gets a few of the heavier slaves to stand on the hub.”

	“Well, why didn't you get a few slaves in here to finish it?”

	“They are resting, master. Tomorrow is brand day, and then comes the harvest. Much work to be done. And I was told to help you. This was my job to do.” The creature stated each sentence as simple fact, as though it was strange that he had even been asked. “I'll get the wheel back on and fix the support now.”

	The owner nodded and watched as the simpler tasks were done. A broken strut was pried loose, a fresh one fitted. A coating of grease here, a wheel twisted on there. In no time at all, the wagon was ready to be pushed free of its support, rolling steady and true on its repaired wheel. If not for the freshness of the wood on the replaced pieces and the dings left from hammering at the hub, one would scarcely know it had ever been broken.

	By the time Jarrad was finished admiring the job, the beast had collected the tools and scraps and was heading out the door.

	“Ho, beast,” he said, stopping it in the doorway.

	“Yes, master?”

	“Good work.”

	“Thank you, master.”

	#

	“Up, up!” Ben said, nudging his sleeping apprentice.

	“Why? It is brand day. Until the master decides to add any new stripes, there isn't any work to be done. You don't need me there,” the creature answered, sitting reluctantly up in his cot.

	“This time you'll need to come along.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you will. Now come,” Ben said, giving the beast a motivating thump on the back with his stick.

	The duo marched out into the rays of the rising sun and made their way to the north end of the middle field, the traditional meeting place for the annual appraisal of skills and worth that was brand day. Most of the other slaves were already there, arranged into a handful of clusters of individuals who got along, and here and there a few hard stares from individuals who didn't. Menri was at the head of the remaining original slaves, a wide grin crossing his face when he saw the malthrope approaching. The other slaves adopted less jovial expressions when they noticed their unexpected guest, but the arrival of their master forced them to come to order before anything beyond a few harsh words could be hurled in the beast's direction.

	Jarrad was joined by a thin, well-dressed, well-armed gentleman that none on hand had seen before. The newcomer had a short sword in an expensive leather sheath on one side of his belt, balanced by a pair of daggers on the opposite side. His clothes were of a thin and tailored tan fabric, and he carried a messenger's bag with a few scrolls and a quill peeking out from inside. He had a tightly cropped beard, a sculpted mustache that tapered along its length, and short hair covered with a formerly white kerchief that was tightly tied and had absorbed more than its share of sweat.

	“All right, everyone, we've done this all before, and there is a long season ahead. We'll do it quickly and you can get back to your quarters,” Jarrad stated, as he had each year prior. “This is Mr. Straab; he will be marking down how many slaves of what type I have. I'm happy to say that only two of you will be gaining stripes today. Goldie, step up!”

	“What!? But master, I have worked just as hard this year as any other. I haven't—” objected the elf.

	“You know why you're getting a stripe . . .” he said darkly. “If you weren't such a good worker, I'd be giving you two, or taking your nose.”

	There was an exchange of knowing glances among slaves and servants alike. There had long been a rumor that Goldie and Jarrad's youngest daughter had been involved in the past. It would appear that the rumors were true.

	A barrow filled with glowing coals was carted up to the line of slaves as Goldie was muscled forward. Slowly, eyes turned to the familiar and dreaded bit of equipment. The stripe brand was among the coals, as it always was . . . but the second brand, the one bearing the owner's mark, was there as well, and laying among the coals was the curved blade of a sickle. When in the best case a barrow contains objects intended to sear one's flesh, those who may potentially be at the receiving end of such implements tend to be keenly aware of anything out of the ordinary. The symbol brand indicated a new slave would be joining them. A murmur among the slaves was unable to confirm what exactly a sickle might mean.

	The only one who seemed to know anything was Menri, and his only response was to smile a bit wider.

	A bit of coaxing from a trio of servants eventually dislodged Goldie from his place among the other slaves while a fourth servant raised the stripe brand. It was applied, bringing with it a distinctive smell and a cry of pain that reached a pitch high enough to prompt a snicker from those slaves still standing at attention.

	“Patch him up and arrange new quarters for him,” Jarrad instructed the servants, adding with a vicious tone, “Make sure they are far from my residence.”

	Straab drew a lidded pot of ink from his bag, dabbed a quill in it, and shook a few stray drops from the end while deftly replacing the lid, stowing the bottle, and fetching a scroll with his remaining hand. A short symbol was sketched onto the page, denoting a slave dropping from single to double-stripe status. When he was through, he nodded to Jarrad.

	“Beast, step forward,” ordered the owner.

	All eyes turned to the creature. Instantly he felt hunted, cornered, stricken with the same panicked reflex to run from the light that drives any creature beneath a lifted rock. He turned to Ben.

	“He doesn't like to be kept waiting,” Ben said quietly when he failed to hear footsteps. Stepping close, he added quietly. “Whatever happens, hold still. It will be better for everyone.”

	The beast drew in a breath and stepped forward. Straab’s hand smoothly shifted to the hilt of his sword, but when the creature stopped and stood awaiting instruction, he raised an eyebrow.

	“I must say,” remarked the official, “I’ve never seen one so obedient before.”

	“Is this what you would consider a full grown malthrope?” Jarrad asked.

	Straab looked over the beast before him, tipping his head to the side a bit. “As large as I care to see them get, yes.”

	“Worthy of the full bounty?”

	“Five hundred entus upon the rendering of a tail as proof that an adult malthrope has been eliminated from the population,” Straab recited.

	At the sound of the words, the creature shuddered, his instincts screaming to run. With the full force of his will, he managed to keep from sprinting for the fields, Ben’s words echoing in his head. Every ounce of trust that the blind man had earned in their years together was being put to the test. It was just enough.

	“Mmm,” Jarrad remarked. He looked to the malthrope with a steady gaze, his expression betraying no hint of his thought or intention. Finally he gestured to his men. “Hold the beast.”

	The statement was the last straw, instinct finally overruling reason, but it was too late. Servants on each side grasped and immobilized his arms. Another quickly looped a strap around his muzzle, locking his jaws shut. Panic brought strength, but despite a valiant effort the wiry little beast could not wrestle himself free. His eyes widened in terror as Jarrad took a thick leather glove from one of his men and slipped it on.

	“On the ground,” he instructed.

	His servants kicked the legs out from beneath the malthrope and forced him to his stomach. One on each side held him down by his arms and shoulders, another held both legs, and a fourth placed a boot on his back to hold him still. He couldn’t move at all. Jarrad took the sickle from the fire. The blade was glowing. Horrified squeals and whines, muffled by the strap, filled the air. He watched Jarrad stalk closer, but when he tried to turn his head, the strap around his mouth yanked his head straight. There was a tight grip near the base of his tail, a firm tug, and then . . .

	Nothing.

	The creature heard the sizzle, he smelled the burnt hair and flesh, but beyond a short flash of heat there was nothing else: no pain, no sensation. The weight of what happened didn’t strike until he saw Jarrad pacing back toward Straab. In the master's hand was the beast’s tail, fiery orange and tipped in creamy white, still twitching slightly. The sheer disorientation of seeing something that had moments before been a part of his body was momentarily enough to wash away the emotion of the moment, leaving awe and disbelief to fill the void. It was surreal, too much for his mind to grasp at once, like walking down the road one day and meeting oneself. It simply shouldn’t happen. There wasn’t even much blood, the hot blade closing the wound as quickly as it had opened.

	The moment of respite from his emotions ended with a vengeance when he saw Jarrad hand the stolen tail to Straab. A potent bewildering mix of fear, anger, betrayal, and hate shook the beast as a growl rattled in his chest and tears filled his eyes.

	“You’ve got your tail,” Jarrad said to Straab. He tossed the sickle into the barrow, sending a cloud of embers into the air. “I’ll take the silver the next time you pass through.”

	The official nodded, tying a bit of twine to the base of the tail and hanging it from his belt in a practiced manner. “I’d prefer to see it killed before I go.”

	“I won’t be killing it.”

	The statement brought the slaves, servants, and officials to a sudden, confused silence.

	“The reward is for killing the beast.”

	“That beast is a good worker. It has not left this plantation since I acquired it, and it will not leave this plantation alive. I’ve never had a slave escape, and I don’t mean to. I’ve gotten years of good work out of it, and I mean to have years more.”

	“It is a menace. It is your duty to eliminate it.”

	“Three of my slaves are criminals who were sentenced to slavery rather than execution. Their lives ended the day they came here. That creature is not alive. It is property. It is my property, and I will not have it damaged until I've gotten my use out of it.”

	“What could it possibly do for you?”

	“That isn't your concern. You have the tail, and you have my word that this beast has breathed its last free breath. By my account, I've earned that bounty.”

	Straab scowled. He rummaged through the bag and pulled out a few scrolls, sweeping over them with his eyes. After tapping his foot in irritation for a moment, he looked down at the still-immobilized malthrope. The creature had stopped struggling and his eyes were squeezed shut, tears running down his face. Another glance at the scroll seemed to make the official's decision for him.

	“I don't like it, but let us not fool each other. I don't know how long that thing has been on this farm, but it is a wonder it is still alive, and I doubt very much it will remain that way for long. You'll have the bounty, but you also have my word that if that thing ever escapes, any crimes it commits will be on your head. And since there isn’t any way to know that it is your malthrope that would commit these crimes, any murders, any thefts, anything by any malthrope is on your head until you can prove that your malthrope is dead.”

	“If I allow it to escape, I will deserve it.”

	“So be it. But so long as we are following the letter of the law rather than its spirit, that thing is, by my measure, an adult working on this plantation. That means it goes on the count, and you pay.”

	“As I should. And by the letter of the law, stripes denote value, and this is a slave I can never sell,” Jarrad said. “That means three stripes.”

	Straab nodded, preparing the quill again.

	Jarrad turned to his men. “Get it on its feet.”

	The handlers hauled the creature to his feet. It was clear that the pain he had been spared by speed of the tail's removal was slowly building, and the emotion was raging in his eyes. Jarrad stepped close.

	“Look at me,” he hissed under his breath. The beast locked his anguished eyes on the master's. “If you are half as clever as you seemed to be yesterday, you know that what I did today has kept you alive. Once these marks are on your arm, you are one of my workers. I take good care of my workers. If you ever, ever, make me regret this, you know what will happen. Do you understand?”

	It took some time for the creature to wrestle back enough of his wits to respond, but finally he gave a stiff nod.

	“Release the strap. Brand him, three stripes,” Jarrad ordered his men.

	The handler securing his mouth released it and wisely backed away, but beyond an involuntary twitch of a lip, baring cruel and clenched teeth, the beast did not react. The effort necessary to keep his screaming instincts from having their way was plain to see. His body was quivering with tension, like a stretched bow string. His breath came and left in short, severe bursts. He watched as a handler removed the symbol brand from the coals. A quick efficient roll of the iron hissed at his arm. He just shuddered once, eyes still locked on Jarrad. The stripe brand was applied, and again. By the third time, it prompted no reaction at all, not even a blink.

	Jarrad stared down the beast that had for years been an investment, and now was a gamble. “Release it.”

	With no small amount of caution, the handlers on each arm let go. The creature stumbled and fell, knees not ready or willing to support his weight. The slaves and handlers watched and waited, but all that greeted them was the sight of a creature recovering from an ordeal. Straab shook his head and marked down one additional triple-stripe slave.

	“The bounty will be delivered in a few days. Good luck keeping that thing in check,” the official remarked, marching away from the fields and toward his awaiting carriage.

	“That is all for today. Return to your quarters. Tomorrow begins the planting season. I want you rested,” Jarrad instructed.

	The slaves and handlers slowly spread out across the plantation, each tending to his own business. Only three lingered. One was the beast, the trauma of mind and body making the process of climbing to his feet an uphill battle. Another was Ben, who stepped slowly to the sounds of struggle and offered a hand, then a shoulder to the beast.

	The last was Menri. He did nothing, said nothing. He simply stood, disgust and hatred plastered in his expression and fury smoldering beneath the surface.

	#

	Ben and his apprentice finally reached their shack. Getting from place to place as a blind man is difficult, but it can be mastered. Getting from place to place as a blind man supporting an unsteady creature is another challenge all together, and had the beast not recovered enough to walk on his own, it might have taken them until nightfall before they’d reached home. Once inside, Ben took a seat at the chair in front of the worktable. His apprentice leaned against the wall and slid shakily to the floor.

	For a time there was silence, but silence of a very specific sort. This was not the quiet of two individuals with nothing to say. This was the void left by words unspoken. It was potent, dense, and oppressive. When it was finally broken, it was with a single word.

	“Why?” the malthrope said.

	“What are you asking?”

	“Why did they take it? Why did they cut off my tail?”

	“The bounty, remember?”

	“You knew that they would do this? All this time you knew what they had planned?”

	“I did. Everyone did.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“What good would it have done? ‘Come here, you little scamp. See that tail of yours? They mean to cut it off when it is long enough. And they’ll likely cut your throat along with it.’ What would you have done?”

	“I . . . I could have run away.”

	“No doubt you could have. But you were a whelp when you first came here. Jarrad had been given a reason to keep you alive. I convinced him it would be worth the wait to turn in the tail when you were grown. It is why you are still alive. No one out there would have waited longer than the next visit to a man like Straab.”

	“And what about after that? What about once I could take care of myself?”

	Ben gave a short, bitter laugh. “You think you can take care of yourself? That Straab character might think you’re full-grown, but you have no idea what you’ll find outside those walls. You aren’t ready. Not yet.”

	“Well . . . maybe it is time I learned for myself. That fence might stop you and the others, but not me, and those dogs like me better than they like Jarrad.”

	“Mmm. And what about Jarrad? You heard what they said. He put his neck on the line. You leave this place and he feels the consequences.”

	“He cut off my tail!” the beast hissed.

	“He also spared your life. He could have drawn that blade across your throat and been better off, but he didn’t.”

	“He just wants more work out of me.”

	“What does it matter? He wants you alive. He was given the choice of killing you and sparing you and he spared you. How many others would have done the same, regardless of the reason? What he has for you may not be trust, but it isn’t far from it. Running now would only prove to him that he was wrong.”

	“Why you, then? Why did you convince him in the first place?”

	“I just knew you would be worth more as an adult, and I thought that you wouldn’t be much trouble. I didn’t want them to waste an opportunity.”

	“And when you learned how much trouble I was?”

	“I still didn’t want to waste an opportunity. Listen I didn’t know much about malthropes before you came along. Now I know far less.”

	“Less?”

	“Indeed. Before, malthropes were mindless monsters. They were murderers and thieves implicitly. Now I find that is not true. Now I know nothing except what I’ve observed. And what I’ve observed is a creature who seems able to do anything asked of him. Great potential. A great opportunity. And I cannot stand idle while an opportunity is wasted.”

	The beast fidgeted painfully, dense silence creeping back. He looked to the ground beside him, to the place where his tail should have been. It was as though it was still there. He could feel it, the sensation of it moving when he tried to curl it, but it was gone. Now his eyes turned to Ben. The one person, the one thing that he had trusted. The trust should be gone as well . . . but, like the tail, he could still feel it. His mind churned over the last few weeks. Ben’s insistence that he demonstrate his worth. His sudden illness that forced a few hours alone with Jarrad . . .

	Maybe trust wasn’t like an arm or a leg. Maybe, even if you couldn’t see it, it was still there if you could feel it.

	“And what if I stay? What happens then?”

	“Now you are one of us. All of these people share a common goal. The same goal. To do what they must, to make things better, to live their lives, and to serve their purpose. You share that goal, and that means that these are your people. You bear his mark, the same as anyone else.”

	The creature scoffed. “The same? They certainly won't treat me the same.”

	“Behave as though you are equal and they will treat you as such. Follow orders not just from me but from the master and his servants. Work with the other slaves . . .”

	“And they will treat me as one of them?”

	“In time.”

	“And if they don't? Why should I behave properly if they don't treat me properly?”

	“Because all good things must start somewhere, and all bad things must end somewhere.”

	The creature was silent for a time. Then, painfully, he made his way to his feet.

	“Where are you off to?” Ben asked.

	“Tomorrow the new rakka field gets readied. I’ve still got half a dozen trowels to look over,” the beast said, pacing off to the second room.

	The blind man listened as the scrape of a sharpening stone, the sound of a job being done, replaced the silence. A smile came to his face.

	#

	The next day was the beginning of the growing season, just a bit more than five years to the day since Ben and the malthrope had arrived. The day's task was to prepare a field for rakka. Rows had to be heaped to a precise height, with just the right mix of compost and manure. The plant's food had to be carted along in a barrow, or hefted on one's shoulders. Each seed needed to be placed at a precise distance from the last, such that each row had the same number of plants. Though with enough time it could be done by the most novice of slaves, doing it quickly and well was, in short, one of the most skilled pieces of labor to be performed in a given year. A single error at any point would could result in a crowded row that was difficult to harvest, or else a sparse one that wasted precious land. Redoing a row was a phenomenal waste of time and resources, as the mixed soil would need to be dug up and replaced lest the temperamental rakka plants refuse to sprout.

	Yet despite all of this, to Menri's fury, the blind man and his blasted malthrope had been put on the field beside the real workers to prepare the final row. It was a stomach-turning sight.

	“Ho, blind man,” growled Menri. “Get the mally off the fields. You can't let a mally lay a rakka field!”

	At the sound of the man's voice, the creature lowered his head and shuffled aside a bit. Despite his size, shoulder-height to Ben, he looked much smaller: perpetually slouched and thin as a rail. For the first time he was dressed as the other slaves, a shirt and trousers made from the rough cloth produced from the dried rakka vine and colored the same distinctive hue. It was the first time he was considered one of the workers, and thus was assigned one of their uniforms. The coarse cloth weighed down the fluffy red fur that covered the beast, making him seem thinner still, and a cascade of tangled hair that had never seen a blade flowed from his head and into a ponytail.

	“Jarrad's orders, Menri,” Ben replied. “You wouldn't second-guess the master's orders, would you?”

	Menri scowled, glancing at one of Jarrad’s paid servants at the edge of the field. A word against the master would have consequences. He clenched his teeth and squeezed the handle of his spade, eyes turned to the earth. At his feet was a smooth, fist-sized stone. He plucked it up and turned to the malthrope. The beast was crouched at the beginning of his row, knocking free the dirt that was caked on the bottom of a pair of buckets and making ready to begin his task. Menri hefted the stone . . . then turned a bit more to see the blind man leaning on his walking stick and giving instruction to the monster. A fiendish grin twisted the elder slave's lips.

	The beast’s ears flicked and his eyes darted to the sky. A stone didn’t make very much noise as it flew through the air, but a malthrope’s ears were very sensitive and years of dodging thrown stones had inspired him to develop a keen awareness of the near-silent whistle. He spotted the stone and traced its path. It would miss him by quite a bit. In fact, it was heading toward the blind man.

	The old man’s shadow sprinted to him, shoving Ben aside the instant before the stone would have struck him.

	“What was that all about?” Ben grunted, taking a few steps back to steady himself.

	“He threw it at you, Ben. He threw a stone at you,” his apprentice answered.

	Ben heard something in his protégé's voice as the creature spoke the words. There was the tremor of anger, the spark of violence.

	The wicked grin on Menri’s face widened. “Sorry, Ben. I was trying to hit that pet of yours. Considering how long you’ve been keeping it so close, I’m surprised this hasn’t happened before. I wouldn’t be surprised if that starts happening more often, old man.”

	The creature’s lips pulled back, revealing vicious, needle-sharp teeth. His eyes narrowed, the intelligence behind them draining away to be replaced by raw, animal instinct. Ears twisted back. Fur bristled. A low growl, unheard by any but Ben, rattled in his throat. The beast took one step forward.

	“Don’t,” Ben stated.

	“But he—”

	“Don’t,” Ben repeated, his hand finding its way to the creature’s shoulder. He began to speak, his voice kept low enough so that only the beast could hear. “It is what he wants. No good can come of what you want to do. If you let that part of you take over, you'll prove them right. You'll be what they always expected you to be. Understand? You want to hurt him? There are other ways. Better ways.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Ben took a deep, steady breath. “You’ve got a job to do. Get it done.”

	“But—”

	“Get. The job. Done,” Ben repeated with finality.

	The apprentice took a deep breath of his own and snatched up one of the buckets in his shaking hands. His eyes turned to Menri and watched for a moment. The senior slave laughed a greasy laugh and lifted the end of a barrow, beginning his row. The beast had watched him do this job before. Menri always worked it the same way. He would load up a barrow with the compost and manure, all that he would need for the entire row. As he prepared the row, he would edge it forward, mounding the earth with his wide spade, then portion out the contents of the barrow. No one else carried the barrow from the beginning. All of the other slaves used a smaller barrow, and a smaller spade, and made many trips. Menri’s strength and his skill with the spade meant that he always finished his row first. The beast’s eyes narrowed again. Not this time.

	He took off at a sprint, one bucket in each hand and a trowel tucked into the rope that took the place of a belt. The creature didn’t have a barrow at all, and wouldn't have had the strength to move one the size of Menri's beyond a snail's pace if he did. The buckets that took its place each held barely enough of their given ingredient to feed a single planting site. That meant that each mound would require a long trip to the opposite end of the field and back, but that didn’t matter. The beast was fast. He streaked across the field, wind whistling in his ears until he slid to a stop to load the buckets. Manure and compost were heaped inside, eight scoops of one, five of the other, and the beast was on his way back. The planting site was mounded and sculpted, fed and marked, and the trip began again.

	Menri had made his first five stops before he'd even noticed that the beast had begun working, and when he did, it was with no small amount of satisfaction that he observed that the thing had only managed one.

	The rakka fields on Jarrad's plantation were large by any standard. There were twenty-eight rows, and each had room enough for three hundred bushes. The average slave could do a bit more than one row in twelve hours. Menri had made a name for himself by managing the same feat in seven—and, on one notable occasion, had managed two rows in the same day. After the first hour, he checked his competition. The beast was trailing far behind, but there was something worrying about it. His opponent hadn't slowed down. A blur of red was streaking along the row, loading up buckets, ferrying them back, and crafting the contents into a well-formed mound, then back along the row.

	Another hour passed. Menri’s row progressed steadily, and each time he paused to check the progress of the creature, his lead had grown by a bit more. The thing had been doing a passable job at preparing the row, and even seemed to spend quite a bit less time at each mound than Menri did, but the long run to fetch more supplies was causing him to fall further and further behind. He had barely lost a step, but Menri convinced himself there was nothing to worry about. After the third hour, though, something happened. The creature had managed to match his pace. An hour later, Menri was half-finished with his row, but the creature had begun to close the gap.

	Slowly, it dawned on the brawny slave that each trip back and forth for the beast added another plant to the row, which meant that each trip was shorter than the last. The thing couldn’t possibly keep this pace much longer, but if he did, he might catch up. Menri heaved the significantly lightened barrow from the ground and shoved it forward. It would be a cold day in hell when a malthrope could out-work him.

	Another hour rolled forward, and the word of what was happening was spreading. Slaves working elsewhere found reasons to linger near the rakka fields. The work on the other rows slowed as more eyes turned to the spectacle. The sun was beating down on the fields now as the hottest part of the day approached, but neither man nor beast had stopped for water in more than an hour. Even the slave handlers had begun to gather now. Six hours since work had started; there were fewer than a dozen planting sites left to be done, and the creature was only a few steps behind Menri.

	The beast was panting heavily, his tongue lolling from his mouth. Every inch of him was smeared with mud, compost, and fertilizer. His lungs, legs, and eyes were burning terribly, but he willed himself forward, refusing to slow. Before long, Menri was unwilling to spare even a moment to see how close the monster had come. He was tired and cramped, but his barrow had been nearly emptied, and thus took little effort to move.

	Just a half-dozen more mounds to form. All work on the rest of the plantation had stopped now. A few moments later there were only three more mounds. Out of the corner of his sweat-burned eye, Menri spotted Jarrad looking on. A few moments more and he was on his last mound. He dumped the soil into place, heaped it with the spade, and raised his hands triumphantly.

	“Finished! Finished!” he bellowed, wiping sweat and dirt from his eyes.

	Menri’s heart was pounding in his ears, but he’d expected to hear the boisterous hoots and hollers of his fellow slaves as he put the little monster in its place. There was silence. He looked first to the malthrope’s row. It was finished. He looked next to the gathering of slaves. Mouths were agape, heads were shaking, eyes were wide with disbelief. His eyes then turned to the figure before him. It was the malthrope, nearly doubled over with exhaustion, trying to catch his breath. When the thing saw that Menri was looking, he forced himself to straighten, rising to his full height and for the first time looking the older slave square in the eye.

	“I wouldn’t be surprised,” the malthrope croaked through his parched throat, “if that starts happening more often, old man.”

	The creature limped painfully toward the shack it called home. A combination of awe, disbelief, and even a sprinkling of respect was enough to leave the beast unharassed as it marched.

	#

	From that day, things changed on the plantation. None of the slaves ever behaved quite the same way. Most steadily shifted from general disgust toward the malthrope to a hardened, targeted hostility. Having to cope with a monster sheepishly taking orders and ducking out of sight at first hard look was bad, but tolerable. Being told that the same monster was to work the same jobs and be given the same privileges as a person? That was more than most of the other workers would willingly bear. More and more often, the slave handlers were having to break up fights, as old slaves and new attempted to put the inhuman monster in his place once and for all. Jarrad had no patience for anything that might injure his slaves, and thus the first few fights were harshly punished. It was enough to convince the less dedicated slaves to back off. For the others, it simply taught them to select their arenas more carefully, and to find the handlers who were willing to look the other way.

	This forced the malthrope to learn a few lessons of his own.

	No teeth, no claws. That was the first and most important thing. The strap across the face he'd received years ago was reason enough, but now there was a better one. Quite simply, the other slaves didn't have claws, and they didn't have teeth like his. If a slave showed himself to a handler with something as distinctive as a slash of claws or a few teeth marks, there was only one way he could have gotten them. The fact that they were delivered in self-defense was not relevant. Those same handlers who would ignore a few fists in the beast's ribs were only too willing to make an example of him if given half a reason. Using fists and feet to defend himself, on the other hand, was almost a sure way to avoid being blamed for an injury, because no one who hadn't seen it with his own eyes seemed willing to believe that any animal with teeth and claws would ever fight without using them.

	By necessity, and as a result of far more practice than he would have liked, the creature became quite adept at dodging blows, batting attacks away, and returning them with enough force to ward off attackers both larger and more numerous than he.

	The creature steadily began to slice his day into two parts. While working, he stayed in the open, in full view of a handler at all times. As much as it bothered the beast to be exposed, it was better than risking a beating. At night, his dyed-in-the-wool instinct to stay out of sight was honed to a razor's edge. When the sun went down and the work day was done, the beast may as well have ceased to exist. Shadows, tall crops, gulleys, the roofs of shacks and huts, anywhere a casual glance wouldn't catch him, that's where the creature was.

	He had been called a shadow before, but the name had never been more fitting. Slaves frustrated by their inability to vent their hatred upon the beast briefly attempted to target Ben instead. It was a decision each made only once. As unpleasant as it was to fight the malthrope when he was defending himself, it was downright nightmarish to fight him when he was defending Ben.

	By the end of the growing season the slaves were beginning to lose their enthusiasm for picking a fight with the beast.

	Some lost their taste for combat faster than others. Goldie, Blondie, and Gurruk never seemed to share the same eagerness for “putting the beast in its place” as the other slaves. This was likely because as the only other non-humans, that “place” was uncomfortably near to their own in the humans' eyes. A few of the older slaves backed off before long if only because they were too tired and sore to be taking the lumps they inevitably received in return for the ones they gave. Only the young bucks with something to prove came after him with any regularity.

	And, of course, Menri. The show the malthrope had put on lit a fire under the slave's already raging hatred. For a time, targeting the beast was more important to him than working. He would linger near the beast, arrange to be given matching tasks, and at every opportunity lash out viciously. The other slaves just wanted to hurt Ben's apprentice, backing off after a bit of blood was spilled or some bruises were given. Not once did Menri stop until handlers or other slaves hauled him off. Only the threat of adding a stripe was enough to get his mind back on his labor.

	Months passed, and eventually things became stable. The malthrope remained a favored target, but vigilance could counter that. Each time a new slave was added to the ranks, he felt the need to prove with his fists that while they may both be property of the same man, a malthrope was not his equal. It seldom lasted much longer than a few scuffles. As happens in even the worst conditions, the trials and tribulations of existence became familiar, tolerable, and normal. And so they remained for a number of years.

	 


Chapter 11

	A bit more than four long years had passed since the malthrope had lost his tail. The plantation had grown steadily in the intervening years. Rakka harvests had remained strong, and the three fields had grown to seven, worked by nearly fifty slaves. The farm had flourished.

	Not so for the farmer. Jarrad's health had declined sharply over the previous year. He was not a young man, and despite increasing scale of the task of running the plantation, he insisted in doing it himself—overseeing the work, negotiating prices, managing workers, and a thousand other little tasks. The plantation was simply too important to him to be left to anyone else.

	One day, when screaming at one of the carriage drivers responsible for transporting a harvest to market, the old farmer collapsed. He never truly recovered. Healers of every sort were brought to him. Even a mystic was found, casting spells that seemed to bring him back to health, but it didn't last. No treatment seamed to last. There were whispers, inevitably, that somehow the malthrope was to blame, but all agreed that if the monster were to target a single human it would be Menri, not Jarrad.

	Eleven months later, he was gone.

	The night of his funeral, in accordance with his wishes and Tresson tradition dating back longer than history records, he was to be burned in a pyre with the three things that signified his worth in this world so that he would be duly honored in the next. A shovel, the very one that had broken the ground on the first day that the land had been his, rested on his chest as the flames crackled. To one side there was a rakka bush, the finest of the harvest. To the other side, a painting of himself with his wife and children, a rare extravagance he'd allowed himself, commissioned on Marret's first birthday. Both of his daughters, each now married, each with children of her own, stood tearfully by the fire with their mother. A few steps closer stood Marret, his only son, hand-in-hand with his wife.

	The slaves had been given the day to mourn, but most had little love for their owner. Only Ben and Menri had chosen to pay their respects by witnessing the lighting of the pyre, though someone who knew where to look might have spotted the telltale gleam of foxy eyes as the malthrope watched from afar. Tradition called for those who would bear witness to remain until the flames burned down, an hours-long wait that was meant to show how deeply each respected the departed. The slaves sat on the ground, a proper distance from the family, and quietly observed.

	Long after the sun had set and the stars had taken their place overhead, the flames had finally been reduced to crackling embers. The family retired to the manor and the slaves stood to shovel earth over the remains of the pyre, the final element of the ritual. Menri drove his shovel into the earth when the last of the job was done and marched back to his quarters. Ben stayed behind.

	“Blind man,” called a voice hoarse from smoke and still somewhat shaken with grief. It was Marret, marching down from the steps of the manor.

	“Yes, Master Marret?”

	“This land,” the young man continued when he'd reached his worker. “It is mine now.”

	“It is. I speak for all of the slaves when I express my sorrow for your loss. I've worked for a number of men, but none were the equal of your father. I—”

	“Enough. I'm not interested in sympathy, old man. Father spoke to you about a number of things. Whenever he needed some skill or another, you seemed to have it.”

	“As I said, I've worked for a number of men. They have had many requirements, and I've done what I could to fill their needs.”

	“I want you to gather some of the other slaves. Starting tomorrow, I want the stable expanded into a full carriage house. If I am to remain here, it is time that I live the life a man of my means is meant to live.”

	“Master, the rakka is in season. Pulling any workers will leave berries to rot on the vine, seeds to soak too long. We've already lost a day to the mourning. You—”

	“Quiet!” Marret snapped. “Listen, blind man, I loved my father, but I have no intention of following in his footsteps. He fertilized this land with his blood, sweat, and tears. It was his way. It is not mine. I won't bleed for a harvest. I won't sweat for a few bushels of grain, and his death has brought me the last tears I ever hope to shed. I'm not looking for advice on how you think I ought to proceed, and I certainly don't need you telling me how he would have. I've got my own way. You just listen to what I say and make it happen. Understand?”

	“Yes, master,” Ben said steadily.

	“Good. Now get them together. I'll tell you what I want and where I want it, and you get it done. Dismissed,” Marret said, turning crisply and marching back to the manor.

	Ben stood quietly listening to Marret leave and, after a moment alone, listening to his apprentice pad up to him.

	“Marret doesn't sound like half the man his father was,” the malthrope said, eyes focused on the door of the manor and sensitive ears twitching.

	“Indeed,” Ben said with a nod, “If he's smart, he'll quickly learn not to abandon what has made this farm work. If he's stubborn . . . there are dark days ahead.”

	#

	The first days under Marret made it clear to all that Jarrad and his boy had very different ideas of how a farm should be run. Jarrad had fed his slaves well, paid his workers well, and rewarded hard work. He'd poured money back into the land, and bought the best equipment and materials that he could afford.

	Marret's priorities were elsewhere. He indulged himself in every way. First was the carriage house, then a carriage to fill it. His father's carriage was sturdy and simple: stout wheels and thick boards assembled into a durable body. The finish was a basic, honest stain. It was easy to repair, easy to maintain.

	Marret purchased a slender, sleek work of art. Three different paints, eight different woods, and a dozen different craftsmen were needed to keep the pretty but frail carriage in proper repair. One look at his “suitably impressive” carriage beside the one his father had chosen convinced him to sell the old one rather than sully the sight of the new.

	Each new choice he made reflected the same shortsighted and extraneous sentiment. He spent a fortune on delicacies, luxuries, and status. On any given day, half of the workers were toiling at a new addition to the home or tending to fragile but beautiful plants he'd selected to surround the manor. In his mind, he was finally living the life he felt a man of his position ought to live. Paying for these things? That was simple.

	He was educated. He understood the give and take of an endeavor such as this. His father had believed the only way to keep the coffers full was to provide the highest quality rakka. There were other ways. He could charge more for the rakka, or find ways to produce it more cheaply. When that did not make ends meet he lowered the salaries for his employees, sold half of the lentils meant to feed the workers, and skimped on everything that he didn't deal with personally. It meant he couldn't justify the cost of offering better treatment for harder work, so motivation came from the other end. Poor performers were to face the strap. In the short term, the budget was balanced. In the long term . . .

	The first link in the chain to break was the staff. Slave handlers with too much work for too little silver simply left. Not a problem, though. There were those who would work for less, though they all tended to share a similar quirk. Work for hire is done to meet needs. Normally those needs are simple: money for food and shelter. Others have more . . . unfortunate cravings. They thrive on the feeling of raw power that comes from a bit of well-aimed violence. For them, being asked to administer vicious beatings to those who could not fight back was a dream come true. The handful of silver coins was just a bonus. That suited Marret just fine. Yes, it led to a bit more discipline than was strictly called for, but a dash more motivation would surely help the bottom line. And the fact that a healthy dose of the overzealous punishment found its way to one particular slave most frequently wasn't going to keep the new owner awake at night.

	Marret had no interest in having the malthrope anywhere near the manor, so the beast was invariably left working double on the rakka field to try to keep the harvest from being wasted.

	He was just finishing the last row of the day's third sweep, a heavy load of overripe berries over one shoulder and a light load of ripe ones over the other. If Straab had believed it had been full-grown five years prior, when the beast's tail had been taken, he would have shuddered at the sight of the creature now. Now, having been on the farm for ten years, he was easily Ben's height. In fact, to the tips of his pointed ears, he stood taller than anyone but the most imposing of the new slave handlers. His barely adequate diet (even supplemented by whatever farmyard pests he could catch) had left him with a lean physique, but what little muscle he had was work-hardened. Wiry biceps like spun steel hefted the bags with ease, and stamina that was the envy of even the elves kept him on his feet until the job was through no matter how much work they heaped on him.

	“Mally!” barked one of the more enthusiastic additions to Marret's staff.

	“Yes—” the beast tried to reply.

	A stiff leather strap whistled through the air and slapped the creature's face. Metal studs on the surface, additions made by the handler himself, began to raise welts almost immediately. The man's name was Bartner, and he was one of the few handlers who was still able to literally look down on the malthrope. He was thick in every meaning of the word: massive arms and legs, barrel chest, and pot belly. The largest of the handler uniforms barely fit him, straining at its seams around his middle. His forehead was glazed with sweat, and his breath was heavy with rotgut. The lack of diligence in harvesting ripe berries had allowed Gurruk's little hobby to flourish, as he had more fermenting fruit than he knew what to do with.

	“I thought I'd made it clear that you were to call me 'sir,' mally. And to only speak when spoken to,” he sneered.

	“I—” Instantly the strap was raised again. The beast flinched and closed his eyes to regain composure. “Sir. Sorry, sir.”

	“Better. What have you got there?” Bartner asked, nudging one of the bags hard enough to spill a mound of berries to the ground.

	“Sir. Rakka, sir.”

	“Looks a bit light. You been slacking?”

	“Sir, it is the third—”

	Another lash of studded leather ended his sentence. “I don't want excuses. I want that bag full the next time I see it, or you won't walk away from the next hit you take.”

	Shaking with anger, the creature crouched and gathered the spilled berries, then hurried on his way. His haste was partially so that Bartner wouldn't do anything else to him, and partially so that he wouldn't do anything to Bartner. The relentless abuse was pushing the beast close to the breaking point, and the worst of it was that the assaults were coming from both sides. Most of his bruises came from the handlers. The rest came from the same place they always had. Even now, Menri was standing at the end of the row, leaning on a shovel and wearing a satisfied smile.

	The years had finally caught up with the elder slave. The previous year had seen him earn the second stripe he'd fought so long to avoid, and the effect of the demotion had been profound. In mere weeks, the fierce dedication to his task withered. He was still a hard worker—in truth, likely still the hardest worker on the plantation besides the malthrope—but his heart was no longer in it. He was a tired, bitter shell of his former self. Even his smoldering hate of the malthrope had waned a bit, seeming almost to linger simply out of habit.

	But, alas, old habits do die hard.

	“The man said move, beast!” Menri said, aiming a boot at the creature.

	With a flash of angry eyes and a smooth and practiced sidestep, the beast avoided the blow and continued on his way. Menri watched for a time, then turned back to find himself face to face with Bartner.

	“What are you smiling at, slave?” the handler rumbled.

	“It is nice to see the monster getting the treatment he deserves,” Menri said.

	“Well, I'm so happy I could bring some sunshine into your day. Now, I know that we've got a blind slave on this plantation, but I didn't realize we had a deaf one, too.”

	“Why would you think—”

	Once again a blow with the strap cut a sentence short. The strike came so suddenly that it managed to knock Menri to the ground.

	“You. Will. Call. Me. Sir!” Bartner ordered, punctuating each word with a blow to the fallen slave. “Now get up and get back to work!”

	Menri hauled himself to his feet and put the shovel to work reshaping an irrigation ditch, muttering apologies and agreements all the while. Bartner laughed a throaty, mean-spirited little laugh and walked away. With an angry grimace, Menri watched him go, then glanced up to see the malthrope watching. The creature met his gaze for a few moments: long enough to make it clear that he'd seen what had happened—long enough to make it clear it was something he had seen many times, from many people. With the message delivered, he went on his way. There was someone else who needed him.

	Ben was across the fields, where the latest extravagance was being installed at Marret's manor. The land surrounding the house had blossomed into rainbow of different flowers and plants, and now Marret had decided that he needed a pleasant surface beneath his feet as he strolled through the splendor. Thus, a polished stone walkway, complete with a carved oak trellis and a dozen other features imported from a dozen different lands that had nothing in common save their high cost.

	In keeping with his reputation, Ben seemed to know everything that needed to be known about how best to install these curiosities, and lately his days had been spent directing, instructing, demonstrating, and adjusting as a result. Nothing had been done to lessen his other responsibilities, which meant that there was now twice the work to be done and half the time to do it. When the sun was setting, his apprentice always managed to sneak away from his own responsibilities long enough to help the exhausted old man back to his shack and begin work on the night's repairs.

	With one arm over the malthrope, and the other leaning heavily on his walking stick, Ben reached his shack and crumbled into his seat.

	“I've got food here. You should eat something.”

	He heard a bowl placed on the edge of the work table, but when the blind man picked it up, he paused.

	“This bowl is full.”

	“Yes,” his apprentice replied.

	“Unless our new master has changed his ways, a triple-stripe slave gets only half a bowl at mealtimes. This is a double helping.”

	“You need it.”

	“Regardless of whether I need it or not, I'm not entitled to it. If I got a full bowl, someone else got an empty one. Where did you get this food? Did you steal it?” he asked, mustering up a stern tone despite his exhaustion.

	“No, Ben. The other share is mine.”

	“You work harder than me, boy. You should be eating the extra share.”

	“I don't need it.”

	“Oh? Don't malthropes need food anymore?”

	“The east field had a mole problem. It doesn't anymore.”

	“Ah,” Ben remarked with a nod. He dug his spoon in and hungrily went to work on the bowl's contents. “You know,” he said between bites, “I don't know if I should envy you or pity you for that stomach of yours.”

	“Just be glad it helps me to put a little extra in your bowl now and then,” the beast said, leaning against the door frame. The frame found its way to one of the more recent welts left by his handlers, prompting a grunt of discomfort.

	“Is that yelp Bartner's handiwork?”

	“It is nothing.”

	“Mmm,” Ben said with a nod. “Close the door. And come here.”

	The door was shut, and the malthrope approached until Ben felt he was near enough to reach out and place a hand on his shoulder.

	“Listen to me,” the old man said, his voice low and serious. “I've seen this before. New owners making decisions like these. Running plantations like this. If it doesn't get better soon, and it doesn't look like it will, it is going to get a lot worse. I think . . . I think it might be time for you to move on.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Don't pretend you don't understand. Go. Get away from this place. Locked in a place like this with a man like Bartner and others like him? If you give them enough time, they will match any danger that might be waiting for you outside these walls. At least in the outside, you'll have someplace to run.”

	“What about Straab?”

	“That was years ago. No one has seen him around the plantation since that day. Jarrad wasn't eager to deal with him after that. And even if he is still out there, Jarrad is gone. You owed him for sparing you. Marret doesn't deserve a second thought. Just go.”

	The beast breathed a slow breath in and out. It was a strange thing, listening to a heartfelt plea from a man in a blindfold. It is in human nature—and malthrope nature, too—to look a man in the eye to know the strength of his conviction and the earnestness of his statement. A trained ear, though, can find the same window to the soul in a man's voice. The advice, the request, was genuine.

	He looked his caretaker over. The old man had aged more in the last month than he had in all of the time that the beast had known him. He was thin, hands speckled with scars and scrapes. There was a waver to his motions, as though at any moment he was in danger of falling unconscious from exhaustion.

	“I'm staying, Ben.”

	“Then you're a fool. There's nothing here for you anymore.”

	“There's you. Who's going to take care of you when I'm gone?”

	“You think I need your help? I got by just fine before you were my problem.”

	“That was before Marret, and with ten fewer years weighing you down.”

	“I'll be fine without my red shadow watching over me.”

	“And you'll be better with it. Now eat. I'll get started on the day's repairs.”

	Ben set his jaw. It took a fair amount of practice to know when a blind man was glaring at you, but the beast had mastered that little nuance as well. Finally the old man shook his head and dug back into his meal. “I don't know where you learned to be so stubborn.”

	“The same place I learned everything else.”

	 


Chapter 12

	It took only a year since Marret had taken control of his father's plantation for the costs of his poor choices to begin to come down upon him. The rakka harvest was barely a third of what it had been the previous year. Under his father, a man perpetually concerned for the future of his land, the shortfall would have been painful but survivable. For Marret, it was a disaster. Any rainy day savings had been spent within months of his father's death, and he'd borrowed against the next three years of harvests since then. If the next year didn't make up for the last one, there would be no fewer than four debtors looking for payment. Some of them would be quite willing to take blood if gold was not available.

	The situation called for radical action. Returning to the old ways might have worked, but it would have taken resources he didn't have. It also would have been admitting defeat, and Marret had more pride than sense. There were other ways. Three days of soaking in oak ash water became one. The overripe berries formerly destined for Gurruk's still were now destined for the customers. Roasting would no longer be the nuanced, trained process it had been. Now it was about speed: hotter fires to blacken the seeds quicker, and more roasters to do more at once. The result was rakka by the sack, but the miraculous effects that fetched such a high price would be all but absent. That was something that could be dealt with tomorrow, though. Today, there was nothing to do but return his full workforce to the fields and fill as many bags with rakka as he could.

	“This is a travesty,” Ben grumbled. He and his apprentice had been assigned to shucking duty, removing the seeds from overripe rakka and dropping them into the oak ash. “These berries are very nearly rotten. A soldier hoping to sustain himself on these would be better eating a handful of sand. These belong in the compost.”

	“Where they belong,” countered Gurruk as he squeezed seeds from berries alongside Ben, “is in my still! Last year I turned out some of the finest batches I've ever made.”

	“Bah. This is a farm, not a brewery.”

	“Distillery!” Gurruk growled.

	“Regardless,” Ben said with an irritable wave of his juice-stained hand. “And do you smell that? They aren't roasting seeds in there, they are making coal.”

	The malthrope raised his head, brow furrowed, and sniffed the air again. “That isn't seed that's burning. That's wood.”

	“Well, of course it is. What do you think they are firing the roasters with?” Gurruk replied. “Stupid animal.”

	“The wrong kind of wood. That isn't firewood!” the beast replied urgently.

	A moment later voices began to ring out across the farm.

	“Fire! Fire! The roasting shack is burning!”

	All stood and ran across the courtyard to the shack. Double the roasters and double the heat had been fairly begging the old, dried-out structure to catch fire. It was burning like tinder, and as with any raging fire, there was a ring of panicked onlookers filling the air with a chorus of frightened yells. Buckets were being gathered and a brigade was being formed, but if the first few splashes of water were any indication, the shack and anyone inside would be cinders before the flames could be quelled.

	“Is anyone in there? Is anyone inside!?” Ben screamed over the din.

	“It was me and Menri,” coughed a singed slave, a newcomer for the current season. “I was throwing bundles into the fire. One bounced out. I . . . I don't think he got out!”

	“There's a man in there! Someone! Someone has got to get in there and do something!” Ben cried.

	The gathered masses just watched in fear, even the handlers doing little more than staring with wide eyes at the flames. Long, pointed ears flicked as the malthrope listened, his keen hearing picking out the gruff voice of his first and most dedicated tormentor as he called for help. His fists clenched, his lip twitched, and a vicious battle raged in the creature's mind. With a glance at his mentor and a throaty growl, his decision was made.

	Three bounding strides from his long legs took the beast past the leading edge of the crowd, where the heat of the flames was already nearly blistering. He focused on the shack. One of the roasters had given way and rolled in front of the only exit, spilling its load and blocking the door. The second roaster had been erected in front of one window, and a mound of seeds waiting to be processed heaped in front of the other. The wet seeds seemed to be the only thing that hadn't taken to flame yet, leaving one corner of the shack free of flames while the rest was already beginning to buckle.

	Using skills honed by a life of avoiding his fellow slaves, the creature leaped to the roof, where strength stoked by urgency allowed him to tear away a flame-weakened roof slat. Wispy orange flames rushed out in a flash of fiery light, blackening a swath of his fur and stinging his eyes and lungs with smoke. When they cleared for a moment, he caught a glimpse of Menri. The smoke and heat had all but overcome him, as he huddled among the seeds and clawed uselessly at them, desperately trying to reach the window. The beast's wiry, underfed frame slipped effortlessly through the broken slat and down onto the sizzling seeds.

	The flames surged again, forcing him to shield his eyes for a moment before desperately scanning the cramped furnace he'd thrust himself into. Menri was too large to fit through the hole in the roof, and even if it could be made larger, the hefty brute was too heavy to make it out and the malthrope lacked the strength to carry him. There had to be another way. He squinted through tearing eyes and was just able to make out the original roaster, still standing on supports badly weakened by the flames.

	“Come! Come on! This way!” the beast cried, wedging himself under the arm of his frenzied tormentor and heaving him toward the heavy, seed-filled drum.

	The unprocessed seeds had soaked the beast's legs from the thigh down, providing them a tiny measure of protection. He had to hope it was enough. With a roar, he thrust a kick that sizzled against the metal. It was enough to upset the supports and send the roasting drum toppling over, where it smashed easily through the weakened wall. The rush of motion stirred the flames, causing a wave of fire to wash over the beast and the human. A shock of pain shot through the malthrope and he gasped, filling his lungs with black smoke and scalding air. Shrugging off the pain and summoning every ounce of strength he could muster, he heaved the coughing slave forward and staggered through the smoke and flames toward the new exit. The pair rolled out a heartbeat before the shack finally collapsed.

	Buckets of water switched from dousing the ruined shack to the half-dead workers. Patches of burning fur and clothing were extinguished, and a few of the braver slaves managed to drag Menri clear. Drawing in ragged breaths and coughing violently, the malthrope crawled out of the worst of the heat and rolled to his back. Neither of them had fared well in the blaze. Menri had a swath of burns across one arm and leg that would leave nasty scars. Half of the fur on the beast's face had been blackened, his nose and left ear was raw and blistered, and his left eye was shut tight. Each was hacking and wheezing, trying to get good air into broiled lungs. A cluster of the other slaves gathered around Menri.

	Suddenly, all eyes turned to the edge of the field, as Marret approached amid a battalion of handlers. There was fury in his eyes and his voice.

	“No! No, no, no, no, no!” the plantation owner cried. “The roasters! There . . . were there any slaves inside?”

	“Two. They got out,” replied Bartner, a witness to the near-tragedy and little else. There was a casual tone to his voice, and even a weak grin on his lips.

	“How much rakka?” Marret fumed.

	“Perhaps four bushels. A bit more, maybe.”

	The owner's hands shook as he paced in tight circles, anxiety burning at him with a sting nearly the match of the fire. “Four bushels. No lives lost, no one to replace . . . Fine, fine. I want that shack rebuilt! New roasters. Get the blind man on it. I need roasters turning again tomorrow! Half-rations for the rest of the season for the slaves responsible, and half rations to everyone until we're back to turning out rakka seed. I will not have this plantation crumble because of some blasted incompetent slaves!”

	With that, Marret stormed away, his men in tow. Those around Menri managed to get him to his feet, but once they did, he pushed them away. He turned to the creature beside him.

	“You . . . why?” Menri wheezed.

	His savior tried to answer, but the creature could only manage more painful coughing. Finally, he reached up, a clawed finger pointing to the brand on Menri's healthy arm, then to the matching one on his own. Menri nodded once and bent low, the other slaves keeping him from falling. With his burned arm, he grasped the beast and helped him to sit up.

	“Listen to me . . . I don't like you. I'll never like you. But what there was between us . . . is over. You may be a monster, but you're one of Jarrad's slaves.” Menri looked to Bartner, who had taken it upon himself to scatter the crowd of onlookers and “encourage” them to begin work on the new roasting shack. “Right now, we've got better things to worry about than each other.”

	Ben finally made his way to the injured pair. His voice was steady but urgent. “I'm here. How bad is it? Describe the wounds.”

	“I've got blisters. The beast has them, too. On his ear and nose. He caught a lungful, too.”

	“All right. Get your wounds cleaned and dressed. Lots of clean water. Do you need my help for that?”

	“I can manage.”

	“Good, go. And you, you little devil. How bad is it? Open your mouth. Breath for me.”

	The creature, with care and concentration, was able to pull a shaky breath in and let it out without coughing.

	“Again . . . I don't hear anything terrible. Your face. Your ear and nose were burnt. What of your eyes?”

	With a quiver and a twitch, the malthrope fought his left eye open.

	“It . . .” he struggled to say. “It seems you are still the only blind man on this farm.”

	Ben smiled weakly and shook his head, snapping quickly back into the proper tone when the moment had passed. “Get him up. Clean water for him, too.”

	The other slaves paused.

	“Do it!” came Menri's booming voice from behind them. “He is one of us. You don't leave one of your fellow workers on the ground.”

	Even with the strong words of a man they trusted, a man they looked up to, there were few slaves willing to set aside their bone-deep distrust. It was Gurruk and Blondie who finally shouldered their way through the assembled crowd and pulled the burned malthrope to his feet while Goldie fetched water. Burns were treated to the best of Ben's ability with the resources at hand.

	Behind them, the fire finished what it started, consuming the remains of the roasting shack and taking any remaining trace of respect or loyalty the slaves might have had to their owner along with it.

	#

	Marret's sweeping changes and complete abandonment of quality managed to keep the plantation afloat for another season, but it cost him dearly. Buyers who had come to trust the peerless attention to detail that made Jarrad's rakka so sought after had paid the usual premium. When they received their share of the harvest, what they received was rakka in name only. Burnt to a crisp, half-rotten, or nearly green . . . if the seeds had a fraction of the effectiveness of a proper batch, it would have been a miracle. The reaction from the buyers, buyers who had trusted Jarrad for years, was universal. Angry words were exchanged, vicious threats were delivered, and future purchases were canceled. Word spread through Tressor: buy rakka from Marret at your own risk.

	A hard-earned and valued reputation that had taken Jarrad years to build had been squandered in the space of two harvests by his son.

	Planting season was just a few weeks away, but the land had yet to be prepared. Rakka was too costly in both time and resources to grow without the secure knowledge that a buyer would be waiting for it when it was time to harvest. Marret's newly-earned reputation had left him with no one willing to commit to even a single sack. Another farmer would simply switch to a different crop and weather a few lean years. Marret's debts—and, more importantly, the men to whom he owed them—made that a death sentence. Rakka was the only crop that carried a high enough price to keep his head out of the noose.

	Messengers were hired, missives were prepared, and prayers were said. One by one the replies returned, each making it clearer and clearer that Marret had sold his last rakka berry. Then came one final response.

	Marret had sent thirty messages. This reply was the thirty-first. It was written on highest quality velum, and delivered one night by a messenger none had seen come or go. The wording was simple and direct:

	I am interested in a business arrangement. I will arrive at midnight to discuss it. Meet me at the northern entrance to your plantation and find us a private place to discuss it. No witnesses.

	It was ominous, vague, and reeked of danger, but it was the last chance Marret might have to avoid paying his debts with his life. He handed out instructions to his men, and when the time came, he was waiting at the gate on the north side of his land.

	There was a chill to the air, one made worse by the uncertainty in the pit of Marret's stomach. He was wearing a finely-woven robe, a single garment that was worth more than his late father's entire wardrobe. Like so much that he'd paid mounds of silver for, it was pretty, but it didn't do the job. The breeze cut through it, leaving the young man to shiver as he waited.

	Beside him stood Ben, staff in one hand, a lantern in the other, and a bag slung over one shoulder.

	“It must be near midnight by now,” Marret muttered, blowing in his hands.

	“Quite near, master.” Ben nodded. “If you do not mind the observation, this seems an unusual way to begin a simple crop purchase.”

	“I do mind, blind man. My father liked a bit of back and forth with his workers. I prefer a man who knows his place,” Marret snapped.

	“As do I, farmer,” came a voice from the darkness.

	Marret turned to the darkness to see a gray-cloaked figure emerging. There was a strong moon, and the lantern was freshly filled with oil and quite bright. The darkness simply wasn't dense enough to have concealed an approach, but nonetheless, here his visitor was, steps away without so much as a glimpse prior. Worse, she wasn't alone, joined on each side by two figures dressed in coarser, heavier versions of her own gray cloak. The hoods were cavernous, and the light of the lantern didn't seem to penetrate deep enough to reveal even the gleam of an eye.

	His visitor stepped closer. She was attractive, in a cold and pale way. Her features were sharp and flawless, skin nearly white and lips and hair nearly black. Rather than the light, billowy clothing worn by most of those who called Tressor home, beneath her cloak she was bundled in a thick coat and heavy leggings. For an instant, Marret thought he'd noticed a few flakes of snow melting on the shoulder of the cloak. There was a look of weary impatience on her face.

	“I didn't think my instructions left any room for confusion,” the woman said. “No witnesses.”

	There was a twist to her words, and it was not entirely due to the undertone of irritation. Marret, unable to place it, set the puzzle aside for a moment.

	“Madam, as you can see, this man is blind. I give you my assurance that he is in no way a witness.”

	“Yes, well, I trust you've set aside a suitably private setting for our discussion.”

	“Yes, yes, we will be discussing it in my study—”

	“No, the stable.”

	“But—”

	“You don't have very many options, farmer. Do what I say or I walk away, and you cannot afford for me to walk away. I mean that in a very financial way. Let us go.”

	She marched briskly past Marret, acting for the world as though the plantation belonged to her, and made her way toward the stables without being directed. Marret hurried to keep up.

	“This is very irregular, madam,” he objected.

	“And you wouldn't have been standing at that gate if you hadn't exhausted all of the 'regular' options. Now, be a good little farmer and keep quiet until we are behind closed doors,” she instructed sharply.

	Marret swallowed his anger and followed. A few minutes of walking led them to the dark and unpleasantly fragrant confines of the stable. Ben shut the door, drawing the attention of the four horses that would be witnessing a business deal that was looking less wise by the moment. Each animal was in its own stall, and as the two silent companions of his visitor moved to the far corners of the room, the creatures became visibly uneasy.

	“Now. We are in your chosen location, and I have followed your rules. May we please get down to business, Madam . . . I'm sorry, what is your name?”

	She crossed her arms and adopted weary expression. “Madam Teht. And, yes, I'd say we should begin. I have a few questions for you, if I may?”

	“I . . . I suppose.”

	“My partners and I are of the belief that there is something very special here on this land.”

	“You and your partners are quite insightful. This soil has been consistently responsible for some of the finest rakka ever to—”

	“No. A man. Or perhaps a woman. Someone here, who has been here for some time. It took some time to pinpoint it, but now we are quite certain.”

	“I don't understand . . . you are here for a slave?”

	“Well, I am certainly not here for you. Now, tell me, do you have anyone here who is . . . unique? Someone remarkable?”

	Marret was uncertain where precisely the conversation was going, and for that matter, why it was going there. Until he could be sure that there was no chance of this meeting ending in a large payment, though, he forced himself to remain in a business state of mind.

	“We pride ourselves on having the finest and best-trained workers in all of Tressor.”

	“Yes, but does one stand out more than the rest? Despite our best efforts, we simply haven't been able to get a good look. Something is blinding us. I'm looking for someone different. Someone truly notable. A swordsman, perhaps? An artistic prodigy? An elemental? A malthrope?”

	Marret shuddered.

	“There,” she said with a smile, “You've got a malthrope. Such was my suspicion.”

	“I assure you, it is quite legal. He is a worker, and a fine one.”

	“I'm sure he is. Tell me, does the beast have a mark anywhere? A curve and point? There since birth?”

	“I really wouldn't know. Blind man?”

	“As I understand it, he as a mark like that over his heart.”

	“Excellent. I want him. Name your price,” said Teht.

	“I'm afraid a simple slave sale—”

	“You don't understand,” she said, snapping her fingers. A bag the size of Marret's head was tossed to the ground at her feet. Presumably it was thrown by one of her men, though neither seemed to have moved. The bag spilled open, dumping out a fortune in featureless gold coins. “Name your price.”

	Marret's throat suddenly went dry. He opened his mouth, but before the words could come, his servant interjected.

	“Master, don't,” Ben advised.

	“Quiet!” Marret barked, “This young woman and I are discussing the future of this plantation!”

	“Master, her voice. Do not tell me you cannot hear that,” Ben insisted. “Madam Teht has a Northern accent.”

	The plantation owner shuddered, turning over the peculiarity of her speech in his head. It had been quite some time since he'd heard such an accent, and hers was weak, but it was undeniable.

	“Where, may I ask, do you hail from, Madam Teht?”

	She snapped her fingers again, and a second bag of gold struck the ground beside the first. “Is that really relevant?”

	Marret's mouth fell open and his eyes widened. Every fiber of his being urged him to politely assure his honored guest that her place of origin did not matter to him in the slightest, and that the malthrope would most certainly be hers within the hour. This, alas, was not so.

	“I'm . . .” he said hoarsely, “I'm afraid that it is . . . it is quite relevant. You see, the malthrope doesn't have a tail. My late father cut it off and sold it. The beast was to be destroyed, but it was and is a fine worker, so an arrangement was made to allow it to remain on the plantation, alive, provided that it never leave. If it were to disappear, then my father—and now I—would be responsible for anything it might do.”

	“I assure you that it will not be allowed to do anything untoward while under my ownership.”

	“I don't doubt that, but the slave would need to be sold to you through official means. The officials involved would simply assume it escaped otherwise, and even with a proper sale they may not be satisfied. If you are Northern . . . well, our people are at war. An official business agreement would be treason. Either case would leave me in a position with little use for your payment, regardless of the size.”

	“I see,” she said with a sneer. “Well . . . we wouldn't want that, would we . . .”

	“Absolutely not. As long as this plantation is my responsibility, that malthrope stays on it.”

	Teht narrowed her eyes and heaved an irritated sigh. “They always send me on these blasted errands to the South, and they never go smoothly,” she muttered to herself with a shake of her head. “Fine. You grow rakka here, yes?”

	“Ah, yes! The finest in Tressor,” Marret replied, relieved to find the conversation finally returning to the subject he'd been prepared to discuss. “If you'll look here, last season's crop was quite bountiful.”

	Ben fished the bundle of parchment from within the bag and held it out. Marret snatched it and selected a page, handing it to Teht.

	“Now, we have quite a bit of next season's crop available. It . . . it is still somewhat troubling if you are Northern, but . . . well, unlike the slave you were after, we should be able to . . . misplace the record of this transaction. You may reserve—”

	“All of it.”

	“Well, yes, if you wish, you can certainly purchase it all.”

	“I intend to, farmer. All of it. In fact . . . thrice this amount.”

	“Err. What you see there is what I will be able to grow. If you would like to reserve the full crop for the next three years, I would be willing to sell it. Properly prepared rakka will keep for well over three years.”

	“If you want this gold, I want three times what you grew last year, and I want it this year. One bushel less and we do not have a deal. Simple enough for you?”

	“I . . . rakka takes a considerable amount of work. To get top quality rakka, there will be some that must be discarded or—”

	“I'm not interested in quality. Quantity is what I'm after. You provide this much, and I will buy every last berry, every last seed. And if you manage it the next year, and the year after that, each year, I'll be back.”

	Marret's eyes locked on the two heavy sacks of gold. Combined, they were enough to take the debtors from his throat and return him to the life he'd grown accustomed to. He swallowed hard. “That is acceptable.”

	“Master, you—”

	“If you utter one more syllable, I swear to you, blind man, I will find a way to make your pathetic life even more miserable,” Marret snapped.

	“Pleasing to see that you know when to put a man in his place. Keep the gold—though if you fail to deliver, I'll be taking it back. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got another errand to run farther south. Another meeting with the blasted gatekeeper.” Teht muttered. “My talents are wasting away working on trivial things like this.”

	She pushed her way past Marret and continued out the door, her attendants in tow. When the plantation owner attempted to follow, intent on oozing a bit more charm in hopes of making an impression as a social elite, the heavy door to the stable was slammed in his face. He let the false smile fall away.

	“What,” Marret fumed, turning to his slave with a scowl, “do you think you were doing contradicting me? There are two bags of gold, each as big as that empty head of yours, that could have been lost had you continued your prattle.”

	“You cannot hope to fill the order, master. Even if we do not lose a single bushel, and even if we deliver every last rakka seed regardless of quality, we couldn't hope to fill half of what she's asking,” Ben raved.

	“Then we shall plant rakka on all of our fields,” Marret said.

	“You cannot! Rakka ruins the soil if left to grow in it year in and year out. Within three seasons, you won't be able to grow a weed!”

	“Within three seasons we will be able to buy half of Tressor if she keeps paying us so foolishly. This soil is the best in all of the kingdom. It has always done what we've required of it. It will not fail us now.”

	“It has done what you've required of it because it has been cared for properly. It was the last semblance of your father's way that you hadn't abandoned.”

	“That is all, blind man. Go. Back to your shack. And tomorrow, don't bother coming forward at meal times. You'll find your bowl empty. Tonight you should thank all that is holy that you are so frail. If I wasn't afraid they would snap you in half with their first blow, I would have my handlers teach you a lesson you would never ever forget,” Marret barked. “Have I made myself clear?”

	“Crystal.”

	“Then go!” Marret growled.

	Outside, a crack of thunder pealed across the plantation, near enough and powerful enough to rattle the stable and spook the horses nearly into a frenzy. Without so much as a flinch from the sound, Ben lowered the lantern, pushed open the door, and departed.

	Marret took up the lantern and marched after him expecting to see the beginnings of a rain storm, and thus another chance to ingratiate himself to his new benefactor in the form of a loaned carriage. Outside, he found not a cloud in the starry sky, not a drop of rain . . . and no sign of the strange woman or her body guards. Pausing only briefly to consider it, the greedy land owner rushed back inside the stable to see to his gold.

	Ben simply marched steadily and slowly.

	“The man doesn't understand the harm he does . . . doesn't understand the mistakes he makes. All it takes is the glitter of gold and the fool is as blind as me . . .”

	#

	Against tradition, advisement, and good judgment, Marret had chosen to completely fill his plantation with rakka. With the temperamental plants occupying the fields meant for lentils, there was some question of where the food for the slaves would come from next season, but this was, predictably, of little concern to Marret. Of greater concern was the fact that there simply weren't enough slaves to properly plant and tend to the additional bushes. Reluctantly, a portion of the gold was spent to purchase enough slaves to shoulder the additional load, and enough handlers to keep them in line and on task. Normally, training them would have taken at least a season, but with the lax requirements set forth by their benefactor, weeks of training were collapsed into two instructions: keep the soil moist, and pick any berry that isn't green anymore.

	Once the baskets were filled, a cursory attempt at soaking and roasting the seeds was made, but it soon became clear that there would be no hope of keeping up with the harvest. The already-slashed preparation was reduced to a quick dip in a vat of water and a hasty sear. At the end of a season, all of the compromises and cut corners had produced just enough rakka to fill Teht's order.

	At midnight on the last day of the harvest, she arrived as quietly and mysteriously as she had before, instructed a veritable army of cloaked servants haul away the crop, and left the payment in advance for the next year.

	Of course, the new slaves had cost a handsome sum, the new handlers needed to be paid, and with no food grown, food enough for the workers needed to be bought. In the end, the gold from the first payment wasn't enough to cover the costs and his many debts, but it was little concern. This year's payment more than made up for the difference. All that needed to be done was to match the prior year's harvest and his debts would be clean with more than enough gold left over make him as wealthy as he'd always behaved that he was.

	Alas, the soil that had so faithfully served his father for all of these years seemed to have no such loyalty to him. The northern fields, those which had been forced to endure two years of rakka without rest, were reluctant to suffer a third. Few bushes sprouted, and fewer still survived long enough to produce any fruit. Ben used every trick he knew to pry another useful season from the land, and to squeeze extra from the fields that had not yet been taxed to their limit. The end of the season brought a harvest that was still well short of Teht’s requirements. With most of the gold spent upon his debts, and thus without the ability to give it back as the mysterious woman would require, Marret was forced to pay dearly for rakka from other plantations to make up for the shortfall.

	It was then that Marret finally managed to accept that he could not provide another harvest like this one, and refused to do business with Teht any longer, but the damage was done. There was not a single field on his overworked stretch of land that could yield a decent crop any longer. Before long, new debts began to replace the ones that had so recently been paid. When the time came to pay his yearly tribute to the lord, he could not afford it and was forced to give up the best of his fields and the best of his slaves.

	More time passed, and things only grew worse from that day.

	#

	Five years since the deal with Teht had sealed the doom of Jarrad’s once-great plantation, Marret’s two sisters had taken their families and moved on, but some combination of pride, stubbornness, and stupidity kept Marret and his brood in the sprawling manor. The young man was convinced that he could somehow scrape enough of a survival from his father’s land to one day build it back again—and he was unwilling to give up his home. All that remained of what had, for a time, been nine fields, were the same three that Jarrad had worked when Ben and the malthrope had been purchased fifteen years ago. Combined, there was perhaps enough worthwhile soil among the unsold land to bring in what would have been a shamefully small yield from a single field in the old days.

	Worse than the state of the land was the state of the workers. All of the single-stripe slaves had been taken by the lord, and most of the double-stripe slaves as well. Many more had simply escaped. The hellish conditions and starvation rations convinced them that the life of a fugitive—or even the death of one—would be preferable to enduring another day on the land. Only the dozen with bodies or minds too broken to contemplate escape and too weak to be worth selling remained now.

	Among them were Menri, Goldie, Gurruk, Ben, and the malthrope. Menri and Goldie were husks of their former selves, the former thanks to the ravages of a hard life finally catching up with him, and the latter thanks to a series of poorly-treated injuries all but crippling him. Gurruk, who had been ornery when drunk and more so when sober, had gotten in more than enough fights to earn three stripes and too low a price to be sold. Ben was nearly bent double with age and had no value elsewhere, and the malthrope refused to leave his mentor's side and could not be sold regardless. The others were mostly the remnants of stopgap purchases made to keep the farm afloat in recent years.

	To keep them hard at work and to discourage further escape attempts, there were no fewer than eight handlers, nearly one for every slave. Their leader and most eager member was, naturally, Bartner.

	“Up! Up and out!” barked the slave-driver as he marched along the row of rundown shacks that housed the remaining workers. “I want all of you on your feet and ready for the day’s orders now!”

	Slowly, the haggard slaves stumbled from their homes and formed a line. Bartner stalked up and down, teeth fairly grinding as he looked them over, almost eager to find a misstep or misbehavior. When it became clear that they were too weary and beaten to misbehave, his mind churned until he found something suitable to growl about.

	“Blind man!” he bellowed. “Get out here!”

	The malthrope turned to the door of the shack, his motions slow to avoid drawing a lash from Bartner. It opened, and Ben shakily made his way out. The years had been harder on Ben than anyone else. Now ancient by any measure, the last five years had ruined him. His wrinkled skin hung loose in a malnourished way. What little hair he still had was reduced to a thin, downy, white tangle. He tried to stand tall, but he was bent and stooped with time; if not for his walking stick, the old man likely wouldn’t be able to stand.

	Bartner scowled and pounded over to the frail old man.

	“Listen, blind man. In all of the years I’ve been here, I’ve seen you talk, I’ve seen you teach. I’ve seen you sit down and tinker. I’ve never once seen you work. All of these men and the mally get out there and get dirty and sweaty and do the job. Considering how bad this patch of dirt is doing, I think it is time you got out there and put your back into it.” His words were delivered with the flicker of a grin at the corners of his mouth, like a boy who had just discovered a brand new toy.

	“The spirit is willing,” Ben stated. “But—”

	“But nothing! If you can lean on a stick, you can lean on a shovel. Get out there and do your job.”

	“You can’t do that! Ben can barely stand!”

	All eyes turned. It was the malthrope who had spoken. Though the trying conditions had helped to ease the hostility toward him amongst the slaves, if only by making the slave handlers even more despised than he, he still tended to stay quiet when in groups. When his voice was heard, it was a few quiet words, always the answer to a question. This outburst represented the most that any but Ben had heard him speak all at once in years.

	When he realized who had objected, the fury poured off of Bartner. He thundered up to the creature, foregoing the strap for a punishing backhand.

	“Don’t you ever speak to me unless I order you to speak to me,” he roared, hammering home his words with a second and third strike. “You. Filthy. Malthrope!”

	A final devastating blow upon the groggy and stunned creature was enough to drive him into unconsciousness. When the light slowly returned to his vision and the fog began to lift, the creature found himself secured in a leather harness and attached by way of it to a plow. His rattled mind tried to put the pieces together. The tool—a stout, wedge-shaped blade with a pair of handles to guide it and a sturdy rope to pull it—hadn’t been used to till the fields since the work animals had been sold two years prior. At the handles was the graying, worn-out man that Menri had become under Marret's leadership.

	With muzzy clumsiness the creature worked at the straps, trying to free himself.

	“Don't,” warned Menri. “Bartner said with Ben as an extra hand on the field, we finally have an animal free to pull the plow.”

	In the past, the slave would have reveled in the current situation, but the fight had long ago left him. He knew all too well that if the monstrous head slave-driver thought he could get away with it, the scoundrel would have a slave strapped to the plow every day, just to watch them struggle. Somehow, there was no fun in watching suffering when the next day it could easily be your burden to bear.

	“Ho there!” came Bartner's voice from the edge of the field. “If our new ox is through with its rest, get a move on!”

	The malthrope shuddered and turned to Menri.

	“For what it's worth,” the man said quietly, “even you don't deserve this. Now get moving, before he beats both of us.”

	After a deep breath and a resigned sigh, the malthrope strained at the straps until the blade began to cut through the parched and ruined soil. The work was back-breaking. In minutes, his muscles were screaming and his lungs were burning. It took every ounce of his strength to keep the plow moving, and if a stubborn clump of dirt or cluster of stone managed to bring it to a stop, he had to fight madly to get it moving again. Making matters worse was the agonizing throbbing in his head, a lingering reminder of the throttling Bartner had given him. His vision had yet to clear completely, and the baking sun and suffocating heat wrung the strength from his limbs, but he pressed on. There simply wasn't another option. Stopping even long enough to catch his breath drew Bartner or one of his underlings to administer a lash or two, and threats of worse if he didn't finish the row.

	The sun crept through the sky. When it finally reached the horizon, somehow the malthrope was still breathing. Long ago he'd lost the strength to haul his burden with his legs alone. Now he'd resorted to digging his toes and fingers into the dirt and heaving at the straps to inch the blade forward. Most of the other workers had finished their tasks and trudged to their shacks already, leaving at least one handler free at any given moment to provide motivation. The only respite came during the occasional grudgingly-allowed water break.

	It was during just such a break, Menri drinking from a dipper and the beast plunging his head into a bucket, that a commotion was heard.

	“What's going on over there?” Menri asked, wiping sweat from his brow.

	“It looks like they're giving the proper encouragement to the only worker doing a worse job than you two,” muttered their current handler, one of Marret's most recently hired. “The blind man.”

	The words roused Ben's apprentice from the near-trance he'd fallen into. His head shot up and he fought his red-rimmed eyes into focus, scanning the fields until he spotted the meager form of his mentor. The old man was on his knees, clearly without the strength to stand. Bartner was over him, studded strap in hand and vicious grin on his face. The slave-driver muttered something the malthrope couldn't make out over the pulse pounding in his ears. Ben wheezed an unheard reply. Whatever it was, it was enough to prompt Bartner to deliver a lash to the old man's back, knocking him to the dirt.

	“No!” the malthrope urged.

	“If you're through with your water, you can get back to work,” said the slave handler overseeing the beast. “Move.”

	The words were delivered with a threatening brandish of his own tool of punishment, a cat o'nine tails, but the beast did not heed them. Another blow was delivered to the fallen old man, and the beast shook as though it had struck him instead.

	“You've got to stop it! You'll kill him!”

	“You should worry about yourself, monster. Now back to work!” the handler ordered with a lash of his weapon. When the blow failed to silence the desperate pleas for mercy, more followed.

	Blow after blow rained down on malthrope and blind man alike. Each strike made the creature more desperate, drawing the attention of other handlers, each adding his own lashes and barked orders. They did no good. Each strike was shrugged off as their target screamed for Bartner to stop, tears streaming and voice wavering. He struggled at the straps that held him to the plow, inching it toward his ailing mentor and trying with all of his might to pull free.

	#

	Half a field away, Ben slumped after another blow.

	“Please . . . please . . . you don’t understand what you are doing . . .” the blind man struggled to say.

	“I am giving you what you deserve for not working,” growled Bartner with another lash.

	“You can’t do this . . . not now . . . not in front of the malthrope . . .”

	“Don’t worry, old man. The beast will get what he deserves soon enough. Now, are you going to work?”

	Another blow knocked the wind from Ben’s lungs.

	“I . . . can’t . . .” he croaked.

	The strap tore at him again.

	Fingers digging into the soil, Ben pulled together what little strength he had left. “Do not show him . . . this side of humanity. You don’t understand . . . how important he is. You don’t understand . . . what he’ll do if . . . he is a . . .”

	The words were cut short by a savage blow.

	“He is a monster. And there is only one way to deal with monsters.”

	Ben coughed weakly, blood speckling his lips. “Yes . . . only one way . . . to deal with monsters . . .”

	#

	The beast watched with pained eyes as finally there came a blow upon the old man that did not prompt a shudder of pain. There was no motion at all. Ben was still. As the realization of what happened reached its icy fingers into his brain, the malthrope dropped to his knees and hung his head low. The world seemed to dim. Agony, fear, anger . . . each dropped away. All expression drained from his face as a cold, dark emptiness wrapped itself around his soul. It snuffed out the anguish of his mind, then snuffed out the mind as well. In its place rose something else . . . something primal. A smoldering ember inside of him, one that had been stoked by each moment of sorrow and each act of cruelty, flared and sparked.

	Ben was not the only thing that had been broken by that final blow. It had snapped the tattered threads of restraint within the beast, torn away the layers of humanity built with such care.

	Slowly, the creature raised his head, seeming to notice for the first time that the handlers had never stopped lashing him. Rocking with their blows, he climbed to his feet and turned slowly to the nearest of his tormentors. His gaze was cold and empty, eyes gleaming with an ancient purpose—something in that look was enough to cause the handlers to slow their strikes, then to stop entirely. The wisest among them chose to back away.

	“You! You there! Why have you stopped! What's going on?” Bartner cried as he stalked toward the circle of suddenly apprehensive handlers, leaving the motionless old man behind.

	The ring of handlers opened to allow their leader in. He stomped up to the creature, his furious gaze locking onto the eyes of a beast that seemed unnervingly calm. In his rage, Bartner had blinded himself to something that man as a species had forgotten on all but the most fundamental level.

	When a man envisions a vicious creature, a creature that means to kill him, he imagines a snarling demon of a thing: teeth bared, claws pawing at the ground, ears turned back. In truth, such a beast does not mean to kill you. Flashed teeth and bellowing roars are meant to frighten, to threaten. A creature acting in such a way may fight you, it may even kill you, but what it is most dedicated to is fending you off, proving its strength, and saving itself. It is a cowering reaction to a larger foe, or an intimidating display to a would-be opponent. When a beast truly intends to kill you, it behaves very differently. It watches, intensity in its gaze. Its motions are slow, subdued. It trains it senses, waits until the right moment. In short, it behaves precisely as this beast was. Whether Bartner realized it or not, his relationship with the creature had changed. No longer slave and slave-driver, now they were predator and prey.

	“Do you want me to do to you what I did to him?” Bartner raged, brandishing his strap.

	The beast did not flinch and did not look away.

	“Oh . . . so you aren’t afraid of the strap anymore?” the handler growled darkly. “Fine. We shall try something new. You, with the nine tails. Give it here.”

	Bartner's obedient underling tossed him the instrument of torture. It was a bit larger than arm’s length, constructed of braided black leather that had taken on a brown tinge with age and use. At one end was a loop through which Bartner placed his hand to keep the tool in place. The opposite side was a tangle of nine loose and dangling strands, each knotted along their length. A few experimental swings whistled through the air. The beast watched, eyes following the motion.

	“This has been a long time coming,” he said with a grin.

	The malthrope turned to face him, expression blank and eyes steady. Bartner raised the weapon high and brought it down. At the same instant his victim raised his arm. Each strand wrapped tightly around the presented limb. When Bartner tried to withdraw, the beast shifted his weight, drawing his arm swiftly back and heaving with his work-hardened legs. With his fist still secured in the loop, Bartner could not drop the tool and was pulled off balance, stumbling toward the beast. Another weight shift and the malthrope was darting toward the overbalanced handler. His jaws snapped open . . .

	In less than the time it took the others to react, it was over, a long overdue justice done. Bartner collapsed with a few final twitches. The malthrope spat something to the ground and turned his cold gaze to the next handler. What followed was chaos. Cries of anger rang out and every available slave-driver dove upon the malthrope. Somehow, the beast managed to shred the straps holding him to the plow, and slashing claws and gnashing teeth found their mark again and again. Slave-drivers scattered, but the beast pursued. Muscles worked to near collapse were roused to life again as ancient instincts of the hunt clicked into place.

	#

	No one truly knows all of what happened that day. It is said that at one point the surviving slave-drivers managed to manhandle the beast into his shack and brace the door, only to learn too late that the tool shack makes a poor choice of prison. A slash of a blade made short work of the door and the unfortunate man bracing it, and out streaked the malthrope, scythe in hand. There were screams that could be heard for miles. There were calls to arms as the personal servants and personal guards of the plantation owner rushed to the fields. There was blood.

	For the beast, there was naught but the flames of hate blotting out the thinking part of his mind. For the people of the plantation, there was naught but a nightmare. That day they saw everything they feared a malthrope might be come to life before their eyes.

	When the burning fury finally dimmed, the first thing to cut through to the malthrope’s mind was a piercing squeal of fear. He shook himself and looked around. He was indoors. Elegant furniture, expensive rugs, and fine tapestries were around him, broken to splinters and torn to shreds. He was inside Marret’s manor, and whatever he had done, it had destroyed the once-opulent sitting room. Again the squeal rang out.

	He looked to its source, a young boy not more than five. The boy was huddled in the corner screaming his head off, his eyes locked in terror on the creature before him.

	With his wits returned to him, the malthrope looked himself over. One of his black-furred hands was drenched, thick drops of crimson pattering steadily to the polished wood of the floor. The other held a scythe, its blade streaked with a muddy red. There was an acrid, metallic taste clinging to his tongue, and from the end of a whisker rolled a solitary drop of blood. He let the scythe clatter to the floor, looking down at his stained fingers and glistening claws. Realization and understanding crept into his thoughts, bringing with it a cold dread that seized the back of his mind and fluttered madly in his chest.

	Not knowing what else to do, the creature ran. Through the house he sprinted, past scenes of unspeakable devastation. Through the fields he ran, finding them empty and lifeless in the light of the setting sun. Through the wide open gates, across the road beyond, long into the night he ran. Away from his home. Away from his prison. Away from what he had done.

	 


Chapter 13

	The terror of his acts was enough to keep the beast moving for far longer than his tortured muscles should have permitted, but exhaustion can only be pushed aside for so long. As the moon slid below the horizon, he managed a few final steps on shaky legs, stumbling into the tall grass beside a stream.

	Sleep took him before he even managed to lie down, leaving him a crumpled heap among the weeds at the mercy of his dreams. They were horrible. The white-hot rage had robbed him of any real memory of what he'd done, but his mind was only too eager to fill the gaps with imagined horrors and half-recalled atrocities. The images came in flashes, vivid and searing. They flickered through his mind in tight cycles, always ending the same way: the squeal of terror and the look of utter horror in the eyes of that little boy.

	An eternity of such torture seemed to pass, but finally his eyes opened and his mind tried to make sense of things. It was bright, brighter that it should have been. It had been years since he'd awoken with the sky over his head. His muscles were sore, which was nothing new, but it was worse than normal. He hadn't been so sore since he'd raced Menri to complete his row. On top of it was a horrid, pulsing pain across the whole of his back, where he could feel the breeze fluttering at holes in his tunic. Stiffly, he sat up, swatting away a cloud of gnats.

	The back of his mind nagged him with the little tasks he was accustomed to doing each morning. Check outside the door for tools left for repair. Fill the water pail and bring it in for Ben . . . Ben.

	He held his throbbing head in his hands as the truth settled in. Ben was gone. Everything was gone. The place he'd called home, his purpose, his mentor, all gone forever. He carefully stood, stopping just when his eyes were clear of the tall grass. There was nothing. No huts, no walls. Nothing between him and the horizon but open fields, dirt roads, and scattered cottages.

	At the sight of the sprawling, unfettered landscape, the malthrope froze. Strange as it might seem, he had never truly longed for freedom. His youngest days, the only ones spent beyond the reaches of the plantation's fences, were little more than vague memories. In his youth, all that had mattered to him was finding new ways to make Ben proud. In the years that followed, his every waking moment was spent working the land, performing odd jobs, and otherwise proving his worth to himself, to Ben, and to the others. The plantation had been his world, and the walls were where his world ended. To find himself beyond them gave him a dizzying, plummeting feeling, like he was dangling from the edge of a cliff.

	Overwhelmed, he ducked down again, his mind abandoning the terrifying prospect of freedom in favor of smaller, more immediate problems. The long run and the events that came before it had taken far more out of the beast than sleep alone could restore. His mouth felt as though it had been filled with sand, tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, eyes red and dry. He crawled to the edge of the stream and dunked his head, once to shock a bit of focus into his mind, and again to slake a bone-deep thirst.

	Once his thirst was tended to, he hoisted his head out of the water and allowed his eyes to linger on the sight below. His hands, resting on the pebbles on the stream bed, were trailing billowing clouds of red, the dried remains of the crimes of the prior day mixing with the clean water. Madly he scrubbed at his fingers, his arms, his face, and back again, not stopping until long after the last trace of red drifted away. He likely would have continued until his hands were rubbed raw, but a motion in the water shook his mind free and reminded him of the other pressing need he had been neglecting. It had been too long since his meager breakfast the day before, and there had been too much work done since. His stomach was empty, not to the point of hunger but far beyond it.

	Flitting in a long and cautious arc around the disturbance of his fingers in the water was a silvery form. The sight of it, the first fish he'd ever seen outside of a stew pot, brought a growl to his stomach and a gleam to his eye. Answering to instincts that had once again taken matters into their own hands, he dove for the morsel.

	A clumsy grab sent the scaly meal darting away, and thus sent the starving malthrope splashing after it. After too much time, he finally managed to swat the wriggling form out of the water and onto the shore, where he pounced upon it. Two satisfying crunches sent the catch, bones and all, to an eagerly waiting stomach. Without so much as a pause to catch his breath, he launched himself back toward the deepest part of the stream. There, two more fish were caught with no more skill but much more enthusiasm. They were larger, and combined represented the largest meal he'd eaten in months. Now almost painfully full, he waded back to the safety of the tall grass, his mind able to turn to other things.

	He sat back, panting, and tried to work out what had happened and what was going to happen now. Perhaps it was shameful, but his thoughts did not settle upon the lives he had taken. Not at first. His memories of what he had done were too fractured. They were like the nightmares he'd just awoken from: bright flashes and vivid instants, with wide gaps between. He simply didn't know all of what he'd done, and perhaps he never would. Instead, his mind turned to Ben. The old man had been the one constant in his life for so many years. He had always been there, always knew what to do.

	For the second time in his life, he felt a hole form, an empty spot in his soul. First his mother, now Ben. When he thought of the blind man on the ground, Bartner over him with strap in hand, he felt the flames of anger again, but as quickly as they came, they were snuffed away by words from his past that had not spoken loudly enough to be heard yesterday, but now rang clear and true.

	“If you let that part take over . . . you'll be what they always expected you to be,” he murmured quietly.

	There was no denying it. What he had done was easily the match of anything they'd told tales about around the fire. He'd done terrible things. Things that could never be justified. Things only a monster could do. And what burned him now wasn't that he had done them—for now, his crimes were too large for his mind to swallow. What truly shriveled his soul was knowing the shame, the disappointment Ben would have felt. It seemed so small in comparison, a sprinkle of rain in the wake of the torrent of atrocity, but it was all he could think about. The old man was the only one who had ever seen any potential in the creature—not as a worker or a trophy or a ransom, but as an individual. Ben had had hope for what the beast could become. And now all of that was wiped away, wasted. In the space of a few minutes, he had lost his mentor and everything the old man had dared to believe.

	His eyes stared unseeing toward the sky, the weight of his deeds pressing down on him. He could have lain there forever, tears of sorrow and regret trickling down his cheeks, but in time his keen ears twitched. There were voices, angry ones, in the distance. The words carried on the wind filtered through to his tortured mind. They were after him. It sounded like three people, two on horses and one leading a hound. Almost mechanically, he climbed to his feet and peered out from the grass. Sure enough, a team of men were in the distance, and there was little doubt that the hound had caught his trail.

	If he'd thought about his actions, he might have allowed the men to find him and administer the justice he knew he deserved, but there was already far too much fighting for attention in his mind. Staying out of sight was the first and most thoroughly learned lesson he'd learned in his time on the plantation. Sore muscles and weary senses simply took their own initiative. He pulled himself into the stream and guided himself in the direction of the flow, moving quickly but quietly, no destination in mind other than away.

	For nearly three days, he continued in that way, threading south, then west, always with search parties close on his tail. Word must have spread of what he'd done, because no sooner had he lost one batch of would-be captors than another drew near. There was no time to find food, and sleep came in stolen moments. Each change in direction was dictated by a short, careful scan of his surroundings with nose, ears, and eyes, selecting whatever path led to the fewest people.

	He awakened one day, after passing out from hunger and exhaustion, to the sounds of heavy footsteps along the rocky ground. His panicked flight had taken him to the foothills of a series of low mountains. In his daze the night before, he'd managed to find himself a jagged cluster of boulders to sleep behind. The steps that he heard came to a stop on the other side of the stones. There, the men responsible settled down and began digging through their packs. As they did, they spoke.

	“You sure they came this way?” asked the first voice, a man with the slow irritation of one who had followed another for a few miles longer than he'd wanted.

	“Yes, Latak. I am sure it came this way,” said the other voice. “How many times do I have to tell you that we're only after one of the things.”

	“But that whole plantation got wiped out. You telling me that one mally could do that, Dihsaad?”

	“I'm telling you that I took the job to hunt down one escaped slave, in this case a mally. I don't care how big the bounty is and how many of the things I find, I'm only bringing back one. Besides, you saw the prints. There was only one of them.”

	“They could have been traveling one after the other.”

	“In perfect lockstep? Latak, how could you be at this game for nearly twenty years and learn nothing? And here I thought the worst part about having you as a partner was how much you slow me down . . .”

	The two continued to bicker. From his hiding spot, the malthrope tried to keep silent as he looked over the landscape, hoping to find a path that could take him safely away from the trackers. All around was little more than rolling hills and stubby grass. He was resigned to the prospect of having to outrun the hunters when his empty stomach and sensitive nose joined forces to remind him that if he didn't find something to eat soon, he wouldn't be running for much longer. Sniffing the air, he detected the tantalizing smell of smoked and salted meats. The men were well supplied, a veritable banquet waiting in their packs. There was something about the men themselves, too. Something that stirred an old fear. Despite this, hunger began to outweigh logic, and before he knew it, he was slinking closer to the edge of the boulders to see where the bag was and whether or not he might be able to grab it. Aside from a few tantalizing moments when they were both looking away from their supplies, there seemed to be little chance of him liberating so much as a mouthful from them.

	To his great surprise, his trackers managed to get through a heavy meal without noticing him, and were now discussing bedding down for the night.

	“I don't think we'll make much more progress tonight,” Dihsaad said. “We'll start fresh tomorrow.”

	“If we're sleeping here, I have something I need to take care of,” Latak announced.

	“Fine, but do it on the other side of those rocks there. It is bad enough I'm going to have to smell it all night, I don't want to have to see it.”

	Latak stood and began to pace toward the malthrope's hiding place. The smart thing to do would be to run now, hard and fast. With a meal in their stomachs and sleep on their minds, they wouldn't follow him for very long. But hungry as he was, he wouldn't be running very long either. Finally he made his decision. He burst from his hiding place and grasped the larger of the two packs. Dihsaad was startled, but only for an instant, managing to grasp the creature's wrist.

	“Latak! Latak, you idiot, get over here!” Dihsaad cried, scrambling for his blade with his free hand. “It is here! We've got it! We've got—”

	In his desperation, the malthrope acted swiftly, swiping his own free hand through the air and raking his claws viciously across the man's face. The tracker cried out, releasing the beast and clutching his bloody injury. It was a cry of savage agony, the scream of a man fearful that the wound might be his last. The beast seized the pack and sprinted for freedom, leaving the pair to deal with the aftermath of his attack. It wasn't until he reached a stream, much higher in the mountains, that the malthrope finally stopped. There he caught his breath and strained his eyes and ears, but there was no sign that the pair had followed. He tried not to think about why they might not have followed, and engaged in the increasingly familiar act of washing blood from his hands.

	The provisions were enough to keep his body, trained by years of starvation rations, functional long enough to reach one of the inevitable results of choosing the path of least population. Had he continued south, he would have found himself in one of Tressor's massive deserts. As it was, his jinks and dodges had taken him far enough west to reach the heart of the mountains, where the cold wind and rocky soil made things too inhospitable for any towns to take root.

	One morning, after a long night of being scoured by flakes of ice too sparse and cruel to be called snow, he awoke to find he was finally free of pursuit. Even after staying still for the whole night, there was no one to be seen, heard, or smelled. For the first time in more than a decade, he was beyond the reach of both masters and hunters. He was free.

	#

	Earning his freedom, it turned out, was only the first challenge. The next step was surviving it, and that was proving just as difficult. The mountains were deserted for a reason. Stubborn weeds, frozen lichen, and the odd hardy tree were the only things that grew at all. Aside from birds, which were far too wary to let him near and little more than a mouthful even if caught, the only creatures seemed to be skittish little rodents. Unlike their cousins in the plains, these seemed to know that the malthrope was after them even before he did, disappearing down holes in soil too frozen to dig out if he so much as glanced in their direction. On rare occasion he would see, far in the distance, a mountain goat or other such bit of prey, but they were even wilier. Cornering rats in a grain shed had been poor training for hunting for his dinner in the real world, it seemed. Even so, he chose to move farther and farther into the mountains in search of food, rather than risk heading back toward the plains and encountering a hunting party in his weakened state. If he was going to risk encountering humans again, it would be only after he'd had time to recover, or until he'd found a place with ample cover for him to hide in.

	The occasional berry bush or fleshy tuft of leaves was sampled out of desperation, though as often as not he learned the hard way not to eat from such a plant a second time. The only thing in ready supply was water, coming from crisp and clear springs and streams that were frustratingly free of fish.

	Weeks of scrounging for food eventually took him through a low valley to the other side of the mountains. Some distance down the slope, he could see the tops of frost-covered trees. He rushed as quickly as his failing limbs could carry him toward the forest. One of the only things he could remember clearly from his youngest days was that where there had been trees there had been food. Therefore there must be something to eat there, and there would be shelter from both the elements and prying eyes.

	He wasn't a dozen paces past the outskirts of the forest when his nose triumphantly assured him that there was indeed game to be found. Unfortunately, there still remained the challenge of actually finding it. In the mountains, the problem had been that food was so rare, he never seemed to catch a scent. In the woods, there was the opposite problem. Every scrap of forest floor was crisscrossed with the scents left by creatures he'd never smelled before. Tantalizing aromas were all around him again, but following the trail to something to eat seemed impossible. Two days in the forest had provided him with a squirrel, some manner of plump little bird that hadn't been swift enough to escape him, and a few handfuls of berries that he'd found to be not too dangerous to eat. If he didn't get any real food in his stomach soon, it wouldn't matter that he'd escaped the hunting parties.

	As night fell on that second day, a bit of tracking and a lot of luck led him to a hole in the ground that could only be a rabbit's warren. He'd had to deal with a few of them when clearing new fields on the plantation, and from the smell of this one, it was home to at least a few of the delicious little morsels. Sniffing about, he found each entrance to the burrow and blocked them one by one with stones. When only one remained, he crouched low, locked his eyes on it, and waited.

	Hours passed, the malthrope doing his best to keep still, never allowing his eyes to leave the burrow. The wind off of the mountain was constant, whipping at him and droning in his ears with a low wail. His throat grew dry, his eyes reddened, and his eyelids drooped, but he refused to let his attention waver. Now and then, the rustle of stones near one of the other exits could be heard as the rabbits tried and failed to escape. Soon, surely, they would need to leave. When they did, he would be ready. And so time rolled on until no light remained but the faint glow of starlight. Still there was nothing . . . nothing but a strange scraping sound, then the near-silent rustle of fur and patter of feet.

	In desperation, he sprang toward the sound just in time to see half a dozen balls of tawny fur erupt from a freshly dug exit, scattering in all directions. A mad swipe of his clawed fingers managed to snatch the two slowest creatures, leaving the rest to bound away into the night. After another quick slash to each made certain they would not be getting away, he held up his prize. It was not going to be the feast he'd been hoping for, but the two rabbits would make a fine meal just as soon as he could find a bit of water. The long wait and constant wind had left him horribly parched, and a mouthful of rabbit wouldn't do him much good if his throat was too dry to swallow it. He trudged westward until he reached a small spring he'd spotted earlier. Lowering his catch to the ground, he knelt and gratefully cupped water into his hands, lapping it up until the worst of the thirst was gone. Then, with a sigh of relief and a hungry rumble of his stomach, he turned to where he'd left his dinner.

	It was not there.

	Eyes wide, ears alert, and teeth bared, he scrambled to his feet and scanned his surroundings. The rustling of the trees in the wind made it difficult to single out any sounds that were out of the ordinary, and the weak light of the moonless sky did little good, even for his sharp vision. It didn't matter. He'd only taken his eyes off of his catch for a moment. They had been quite dead, so they could not have run. That meant that they had been taken, and whatever had taken them couldn't be far.

	Suddenly, farther down the sloping forest floor, there was a pained breath and the crunch of a careless step. He had found his culprit. With the sort of speed only ravenous hunger and vicious anger could foster, he dove toward the noise. Whatever it was, it must have known it had been heard, because it bolted, abandoning stealth for speed and retreating amid heavy, thumping steps.

	Frost-nipped trees whistled by him, icy ground crunching beneath his feet. The head start the thief had managed to earn quickly vanished, and as it drew nearer he could just make out a vague form in the darkness. It was running on two legs. A human? No. It didn't move like a human. The strides were longer and faster, the movements more sure, even on ground unsteady enough to make his own feet slip and skid. There was a peculiarity to its run, too. A limp or lameness seemed to rob just a touch of speed each time the left leg came down. Whatever it was, it was heaped with layers of ratty cloth, such that it was a wonder it didn't tangle its own feet in the hem of the billowing hooded robe that served as the outermost layer.

	He was closer now, close enough to hear the terrified breaths even over his own. Now was the time. He took one final stride and leaped at the thief, but the scoundrel chose that moment to step hard on its right foot and dart aside. The pounce missed, but just barely, and the thief gained ground. The pursuit continued until his breath burned in his chest and his much-abused legs cried for relief, but there had been too many hungry nights for him let a meal like that get away from him.

	His target began to slow, each faltering step on a now clearly ailing leg prompting the tiniest hint of a voice, a barely suppressed cry of pain. Heartened, he redoubled his efforts. Ahead of him, the thief leaped, pivoting in air to come down hard on the good leg and dart aside again, but this time the malthrope was ready, heaving himself in the same direction and wrapping his arms around the legs.

	The pair tumbled to the ground, rolling and scrabbling at one another. The former slave was unlucky enough to strike a tree, the wind rushing from his lungs and his prey slipping from his grip. Clenching his teeth, he rolled forward and fought a breath into his lungs, crawling on all fours toward the still recovering robber. He reached out and grabbed the favored leg.

	Instantly, the air was split by a cry. It was an agonized, enraged, female voice. He caught the edge of the robe and hauled himself on top of the thief, struggling to wrestle it flat as the voice spouted a torrent of vicious-sounding words in a language he'd never heard. With great effort he managed to put a knee on the small of his foe's back, catching an arm and wrenching it up behind its back nearly to its shoulder blades.

	“Give them back!” he barked, reaching for the thief's other hand, which still clutched the purloined meal.

	“Let me go!” came the angry reply, the first words he'd understood.

	“I said,” he growled, using his free hand to grab the hood and pull it back, intent on looking his enemy in the eye, “give them . . .”

	His words dropped away, and for a moment there was nothing but stunned silence. The hood pulled back to reveal a tangle of dark red hair and pointed, black-tipped ears. The head whipped aside to reveal a foxy face, a sandy gray eye wild with anger and fear straining to match his gaze. For the first time since he'd lost his mother, he was staring at another malthrope. His breath caught in his throat and he froze, his mind utterly seized by the shock and confusion. For a handful of seconds, each did nothing but stare at the other, quietly waiting to see what the other would do next. It was the creature beneath him who broke the silence first.

	“Whatever it is that you want to do,” she hissed, “I promise you I will give you scars to remember it.”

	The words shook a bit of sense into his head. He eased the pressure on her arm. “You . . . you're a malthrope . . .”

	“Of course I am a malthrope, idiot. So are you! Get off me!”

	His mind crept forward a few more steps, eyes darting to the purloined prey still locked in her grip. “You stole my rabbits.”

	“They were not your rabbits. An idiot who puts his rabbits on the ground and turns his head loses his rabbits. Get off me!”

	“Give them back!”

	“Fine,” she spat. With what little motion she could manage she heaved the two morsels aside. “You have them back, now get off.”

	He loosened his grip a bit more, but his eyes shifted to the hand that had released the meal. Tossing them aside had revealed a few more inches of her arm. Her wrist was thin and frail, and even through the layers of fabric he could feel that the one he held was the same. He looked to her head, noticing for the first time that her face, a veneer of indignant pride layered over fear and desperation, was gaunt.

	“You're starving . . .”

	“And you are crushing me!”

	He shifted his weight, intending only to take his knee from her back, but she seized the opportunity to get her good leg beneath her and throw him from her back. She tried to scramble to her feet, but the instant she put any weight on the injured leg she shook with pain and stumbled. By the time she was on her feet, so was he. She dove for the rabbits, but he managed to get in front of her. Shrieking in frustration and pain, she sprang backward, pivoting in air to land with her back to him. After three strides, the shadows swallowed her and she was gone.

	“Wait!” he cried. “Come back! I need to talk to you!” There was no reply. He snatched the rabbits and held them up. “Listen to what I have to say and I'll share the food!”

	The wail of the wind was the only sound for a time. Then came the irregular crunch of steps, the female approaching. She stopped just near enough for the gleam of her eyes to be seen.

	“Say what you want to say.”

	#

	“You did not say you would be starting a fire. You should not start fires,” said the female from just beyond the edge of a circle of light cast by a meager campfire.

	“It is freezing, and this is the first time in days I've found enough wood to have a decent fire.”

	“Then talk fast. I do not want to be here when men see the fire and come looking for who it was that lit the fire.”

	There was a peculiarity to the way she spoke. She never seemed to open her mouth fully, and each word would cling to the next. The vowel sounds were long and muddy, and the consonants were sharp, shifting from one to the other with an audible flip of her tongue. It was as though each sentence had been drizzled in molasses, the words escaping her lips as a rich, dense flow with barely a gap between them. She also seldom looked him in the eye, instead nervously glancing out into the darkness whenever the wind twitched a branch or tuft of shrubbery a bit too noisily for her taste.

	“What are you doing here in the forest?” he asked.

	“I am living in the forest,” she said with a sneer, adding a handful of muttered words in what must have been her native language. The comments were like all of the quirks in her speech combined, each sentence a cluster of harsh, jagged words that fit together into an oddly beautiful mosaic of sound.

	“Are there many other malthropes here?”

	“There are not many other malthropes anyplace. Certainly there are not any more here.”

	“What happened to your leg?”

	“I hurt it. How many questions before you give to me the food?”

	“We'll see. How did you hurt it?”

	“Why does it matter to you?” she said, her patience already thin.

	“Because I don't know much about this place and I don't want what happened to you to happen to me.”

	She huffed a breath and rolled her eyes. “It did not happen here. I was in the Great Forest. I was chasing a deer and I stepped into one of the . . . what is it? The snapping traps, for the large hungry things that eat the fish? The traps that go like this.”

	She spread her fingers and moved her hands sharply apart and together, her fingers interlocking like a creature's teeth.

	“I don't know, I've never been to the Great Forest.”

	“They have them in places that are not the Great Forest. Men put them all places when they want to catch the . . . fish-eaters. It does not matter. I stepped in a snapping trap, with the dull bars, not the sharp teeth, and—” She clapped her hands together. “Like that. I got it open, but my leg, it is not right now. It has hurt since then.”

	“Is that why you are so hungry and thin?”

	“I am so hungry because you took back from me the rabbits. But, yes. I have not been able to hunt very well. And it is worse since I came to this place. Not very much good to eat here.”

	“Then why did you come here?”

	“Because there is not very much good to eat here. Nothing much to grow, nothing much to hunt. That means that men do not come here. With my leg like this, I cannot run from men when they come, so I must go to a place where they do not come. Are these enough questions?”

	“Were you a good hunter before you hurt your leg?”

	She looked at him flatly. “I am a malthrope.” The sentence was delivered as though it was all the answer he should need.

	He took a deep breath and thought for a moment. “I have an offer. A trade.”

	She narrowed her eyes. “What sort of trade?”

	“If you help me learn to hunt, I will share my food with you and help you recover.”

	“You are a malthrope. You know how to hunt. This is foolish what you say.”

	“I thought I knew how to hunt, but I've only ever had to do it in open fields or in closed buildings. Places where they couldn't hide, or couldn't run. Out here, every creature seems to know I'm coming before I even notice them.”

	“Hunt inside buildings? No, no. This is not true. This cannot be true.”

	“You almost outran me with a bad leg. You run through a crowded forest like I would run along a path. I need to know how to do these things. I need you to teach me.”

	“I can do these things because I am a malthrope.”

	“Then I need you to teach me to be a malthrope.”

	She huffed again, shaking her head. “That is . . . you need . . . this is not enough. You get everything and I get nothing in this trade. I do not need your help so badly.”

	“You do need me. More than you realize. That leg has been getting worse, hasn't it?”

	“Worse? Of course it is worse! You chased me through the forest. You tugged on my leg and you climbed all over me.”

	“Before that.”

	“Some days yes, some days no. How do you know this?”

	“I know injuries like that. Your leg isn't broken, not all the way, but it will be soon if you don't dress it properly and give it some rest.”

	“Rest my leg. I cannot do this, I need to eat.”

	“I can feed you, if you teach me how to get the food.”

	“You mean this? You mean these foolish things that you say?”

	“I do.”

	“And what if I say no?”

	“Then I take my rabbits, you take your bad leg, and we both take our chances.”

	In the darkness at the edge of the firelight, he could just make out the gleam of her teeth as her lips peeled back in a frustrated sneer. She murmured for a bit in her native language, pronouncing certain words more vigorously than others.

	“You say that you can help to heal my leg?”

	“I’ve watched it done a few times.”

	“How long will it be taking?”

	“If you heal quickly, and you stay off of it, perhaps a month.”

	She muttered more sharply, her emphasis on certain words making it clear without translation what role they played in voicing her anger. “And you need me to teach you to be what you are?”

	“I need you to teach me whatever I need to know to survive.”

	She shook her head and tried to stand, but the instant she put weight on the injured leg, she winced and eased back down. With a sigh of defeat, she put her hand to her head. “I will do this.”

	“Thank you,” he said, tossing the larger of the two rabbits to her. “You will not regret this. Eat first, and then I’ll look at your leg.”

	She was already loudly working her way through the meal as though it was her first in days. He wasted no time in digging into his own as well, delighting in the all-too-rare luxury of a meal that would last for more than two bites.

	#

	Not a word was exchanged between them until the last speck of meat was consumed. With hunger as ravenous as theirs, it did not take the two malthropes long to extract every morsel, down to the marrow in the bones. The female finished first, licking her chops as she tossed the last bone aside after she was certain it was stripped bare. Satisfied, she casually clawed at the icy earth until she’d dug a shallow hole, then gathered the bones and dropped them inside. He watched as she did so, imitating her behavior until his own bones had been buried, the earth brushed smooth over them.

	Having a meal in one’s stomach, even a meager one, has a way of pacifying one’s temper and easing tension. The raw hostility wasn’t entirely gone from the female’s body language, but it was softened considerably. She edged a bit closer to the fire, stretching her favored leg out with a few hisses of pain.

	“You say you can help me with my leg. What is it you can do?” she asked.

	“Let me look at it,” he said, standing and pacing around the fire.

	She eyed him with suspicion, tensing her muscles as he approached in case she had to flee suddenly. He knelt beside the limb and tugged at the multiple layers of leggings.

	“Eh!” she interjected, slapping his hands away. “Do not touch my clothes. If you need to see something you cannot, you will ask me, and I will decide if you see it.”

	She eased the hem of the layers of robes and trousers up a calculated amount, revealing terrible swelling beginning just above her ankle. He reached for it, but again she slapped his hand away.

	“What did I say to you? There is no touching!”

	“I need to feel the bone.”

	“This you will not do. It is hurting bad enough without your touching.”

	“Fine. But if we don't do something, it is definitely going to break. And soon. Your leg doesn’t even look straight.”

	“And this is what you can do? Tell me it will break? This does not help me!”

	“We need to make a splint. I’ll find some straight branches. You stay here. Try not to move it.”

	He moved swiftly into the forest to gather two of the strongest, straightest lengths of wood he could find. It was a good feeling, a familiar feeling, to be doing something for someone else. In the back of his mind, he had been fearing the day he would find food and shelter enough to make life less than a struggle. The endless task of scrounging up enough food to eat, of finding a place away from the wind to sleep, and of keeping a vigilant eye open for bounty hunters had kept his mind from other things. It kept him from thinking about what he had done, and who he had lost. The forest might well have given him food and shelter too quickly to keep the darkness from settling in his thoughts. Now, though, he had a task, and he threw himself into it gratefully. Stout but smooth branches were selected, along with a few oddly-shaped crooks and forks that had useful curves.

	When he was satisfied, he returned to find his would-be teacher sitting just beside the pack of supplies he'd stolen. A hasty attempt had been made to hide the fact that she had clearly been rummaging through it.

	“What were you doing?” he asked, the gathered wood held awkwardly under his arm.

	She opened her mouth, the telltale hesitation of a forthcoming lie dangling in the air for a moment. When no suitable reply formed itself, she instead pointed to the branches. “Why is it that you need bits of wood?”

	“I told you, I need to make a splint. Do you know what a splint is?”

	“No, I do not know what this is!” she snapped. “Why would I know what this is?”

	“Your leg is hurt. It is weak. A splint is a way to keep it straight and strong.”

	He knelt beside the pack to retrieve his rope. While he was at it, he carefully tallied the other contents. The meager remnants of the supplies he’d stolen were clearly stirred up by a haphazard search, but it would seem that nothing had been taken. Besides the rope, there was an empty leather water flask, a poorly-kept knife that he had been meaning to sharpen, and the remains of a pair of boots that he’d gnawed much of the leather from when food was especially scarce. He looked to the female. She looked back with a subtle look of defiance, as though daring him to accuse her of something.

	“Straighten your leg. Hold it like it would be if you were standing,” he instructed, measuring two of the longest, flattest pieces branches against the afflicted limb.

	“What are you going to do?”

	“I am going to tie these pieces of wood tight against your leg, to keep it straight, and—”

	“You will not do this thing!” she cried, shoving him away. “I am having difficulty to walk on it, and you want to tie wood to it?”

	“I need to do it to help you.”

	“How do I know this? Maybe you do it to hurt me, to keep me slow.”

	“Trust me, I know how to help your leg.”

	“Trust you? You do not have a tail. A malthrope with no tail most times is a dead malthrope. It is not a malthrope who makes good choices. You cannot keep your tail, but you want me to trust you with my leg? No. Do something else,” she said firmly, arms crossed.

	He sighed and furrowed his brow in thought. “I suppose I can make a crutch.”

	“A crutch . . .” she said vaguely, her eyes dancing slightly in the act of recollection. They brightened when she found the word. “For under my arm, yes? For helping me to walk?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do this instead.”

	“It won’t help very much.”

	“Do this instead,” she repeated with a hard look.

	Not in the mood to argue, he selected one of the longer bits of wood and instructed her to lay back, marking where the thin, carefully selected branch reached her underarm. A line scratched with his claw in the appropriate place, he found a rock to prop the branch against.

	“I don’t understand why you haven’t done this for yourself,” he said, lining up the mark with the rock. “It is simple to do.”

	“No. Hunting? Tracking? These things are simple to do.”

	“Not if you never had a chance to practice them.”

	“Then this is my answer as well.”

	“That is fair, I suppose.” He stood and thrust his heel at the raised end of the branch. Two more such blows were enough to roughly break the green wood near the line. He dug out the dull knife and began scratching at the damaged fibers. “You speak very strangely. Do you not speak much?”

	“I do not speak Tressor language much. Tressor is not my home. Not for long. A year. Two, maybe. I speak Crich.”

	“I don’t know that language. Where did you come from?”

	“I come from Vulcrest. No. When I was born it was Vulcrest. It is not Vulcrest now. Now it is part of . . . it is with . . . what is it, the name for when many places become one place? For war?”

	“Empire? You come from the Nameless Empire?” he said, stopping in the middle of a complex bit of lashing to stare distrustfully at her.

	“Empire? It is not the word I was thinking, but it is close enough. This is a problem?”

	“We are at war with the Nameless Empire!”

	“We are not at war with anyone. The men are at war. Always they make war. It is nothing for a malthrope to worry about.”

	He stared at her for a bit longer. It had never once occurred to him that something that was a worry for the other slaves might not have been a worry for him.

	She continued. “Men draw lines on the ground, kill you for crossing them. Malthropes, we do not do this.”

	He went back to work. “Why did you come here?”

	“The war is why. Part of why. Things are bad for us, for malthropes, in the north places, the Empire. Men hunt us. When there was war, I thought, ‘South there are men who are enemies of these men. Maybe they do not hunt the malthropes.’ Stupid thoughts. They hunt us here. Everywhere.”

	“Well, then why did you stay?”

	“If it is the same here as there, why go back? Only it is not the same here as there. Here it is warmer. In the Great Forest, there is food, much more food, and much easier to find than in the Empire. So I stay. What about you? Why do you know nothing?”

	“I know plenty of things.”

	“Nothing you need to know.”

	“Where I come from, I needed to know things like this,” he said, shaking the now-completed crutch. It was a simple thing, just one of the lighter of the branches he’d retrieved with a curved piece of wood lashed across the top to give the arm a place to rest. He’d done his best to carve away any jagged edges. “And it would seem that you need it, too. Here, give me your hand.”

	She looked distrustfully at the offered hand, but grasped it after a moment and allowed herself to be hauled up, relying entirely on her one healthy leg. He tucked the crutch under her arm. In a series of short, ginger attempts, she put her weight on it. When she released his hand, she eyed her own leg critically, as though consulting it for an opinion.

	“It helps. Some,” she allowed. She tipped her head to the side, reassessing him. “What is your name?”

	The corners of his mouth drooped. He opened his mouth to answer, but hesitated.

	“It is not hard,” she said with a shake of her head. She placed a hand on her chest. “I am Sorrel. You are . . . ?”

	“I . . . I don’t think I really have a name.”

	“Did no one talk to you ever?”

	“I’ve been spoken to.”

	“Then what is it that they called you?”

	“Well . . . some of them called me Mally.”

	As soon as the word left his mouth, she nearly knocked him to the ground with a slap across the face.

	“What was that for!?”

	“This is not a name! This is a word you will not say!” she cried.

	“Why?”

	“It is a word they use. It is a word they use for us.” Her voice was shaking with emotion. “It is not a good word. It is a word men use when they tell other men about bad things that a malthrope does. It is a bad word.”

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” he said quietly, his mind turning over all the slaves and handlers who had called him by that name.

	“I am only here for two years and I know this. Every malthrope in Tressor knows this. How do you not know this?”

	“I’ve never met another malthrope.”

	“That is foolish. You have a mother, a father.”

	“My mother died when I was very young. And I don’t remember anything about my father. I was raised by a . . . I was raised by humans.”

	Sorrel looked at him and for a moment the hardness in her features faltered. There was a flash of pity in her eyes. “This . . . this explains much.” She shook herself, willing her protective layer of defiant independence back into place. “It is late. The fire has burned too long. I will go now. Tomorrow, I will find you. We will begin this.”

	“You have a safe place to sleep?”

	“I do. You do not. Do not follow me or the deal is no more. Understand, er . . .” she began, gesturing vaguely for a few moments while she fished for the word. Finally, she abandoned the search. “Teyn?”

	“What does Teyn mean?”

	“It is like . . . a dead thing that does not leave. Or something that is there, but is not.”

	“A spirit?”

	“It is close enough.”

	“Why would you call me Teyn?”

	“I said before. You have no tail. Dead malthropes have no tails. If you walk around without one, you are a teyn. Now go find someplace to sleep, Teyn. Tomorrow I will find you. We will begin.”

	She took a few unsteady steps with her new crutch, easing into the pain of her leg and the awkwardness of her aid. As she left the fading light of the fire, her steps quickened and she was gone. With little recourse, the creature she'd dubbed Teyn scooped the loose, sandy soil over the flames until they were extinguished and found a dense stand of trees he hoped would take the edge from the wind and keep him from prying eyes.

	He huddled against the driving breeze, alone with his thoughts again. It was astounding. He'd only been with Sorrel for an hour or so, but already her absence burned at him. A part of it, a large part, was the simple comfort in not being alone. A few weeks on the run hadn't been enough to wipe away years of never being without the smell and sound of familiar creatures. Even when the other slaves had all hated him, there was something about knowing that they were there, that they were always there, that gave his mind a foundation. And, of course, there had been Ben . . .

	No. Not that thought. He sifted his mind for anything else to think of. Sometimes the emptiness of forgetting someone is preferable to the pain of remembering them.

	Pushing the old man out of his thoughts before the tears could start flowing again. Pushing harder when the fear and shame of losing control began to rise up, he focused on perhaps the only thing that had a chance of seizing his mind completely. Sorrel was a malthrope. In all of the years on the plantation, in the back of his mind, he had wondered what it would be like to meet one of his own. He had imagined meeting a creature who wouldn't hate him on sight, a creature who didn't need him to prove himself worthy. Perhaps most important of all, a creature who would finally be able to show him what a malthrope really was. All he knew about his own kind was what the others had spoken of in their stories.

	Sorrel hadn't lived her life trying to do the job of a human. She was what she was meant to be. She was what he would have been if not for the plantation. She had the answers to a thousand questions he had never been able to ask. He held tight to these thoughts until, finally, sleep took him.

	 


Chapter 14

	“Eh. Teyn. Why do you sleep still?” came a hushed voice, accompanied by a rough nudge with a crutch.

	He rolled aside, fighting his eyes open. Through the whole night the steady breeze hadn’t once relented, and without a fire or proper clothes, sleep had been anything but deep. The sun had yet to rise, the sky a deep violet to the east and a star-speckled black elsewhere. If not for the sharpness of his eyes, there probably wouldn’t have been light enough to see his new tutor. As it was, he was treated to a view her standing in the dim light, most of her weight leaning on the crutch and the healthy leg, and her many layers of clothing keeping the cold at bay. She did not appear to be the least bit weary.

	“It isn’t even dawn,” he grumbled muzzily.

	“Of course it is not dawn. Dawn is when animals feed. You need to be ready by dawn,” she stated, her tone indicating it should have been obvious.

	He sluggishly climbed to his feet, leaning heavily on the tree to do so.

	“You are still tired. You should not sleep on the side of the trees with the mountain,” she said.

	“Why?”

	“On these mountains—on all mountains I have found, the wind comes down from the top. If you can see the mountaintop, you will have bad sleep. You did not know this? You did not notice this?”

	He shook his head slowly. She tipped hers to the side and sniffed, a slight frown on her face.

	“Hungry days ahead,” she said. “Fine. We start at the beginning. You have three ways of finding things to eat. You can see, you can smell, you can hear.”

	“What about taste and touch?”

	“You are finding things to eat. If you can taste and touch, finding is over. So you can see, smell, and hear. Which is most important?”

	“Sight, vision.”

	“No!”

	“Hearing?”

	“No! No, no, no . . .” She shook her head and put her hand to her eyes. “Smell! Always smell! See and you know what is in front of you. Hear and you know what is all around you. Smell and you know what is all around you, where it came from, where it went to, how long it was here, if it was afraid, what it was eating, if it was sick, everything you need to know.”

	“You can tell all of that from smell?”

	“Yes! Why do you think you have a nose at the front of your head,” she asked, tapping his nose with her finger. “It is because smell comes before the rest.”

	“Does that mean sight is the second most important?”

	“No, next you hear.”

	“But your eyes are in front of your ears.”

	She stared at him flatly for a moment. “Learn first, Teyn, then think. Smell comes before hear, learn comes before think. Now, use your nose. What does it tell you?”

	He sniffed the air, but before he could open his mouth to answer, she was reprimanding him.

	“No, no, no!” she corrected, taking an unsteady step closer.

	“What?”

	“Are you a child? You do not smell like that. Like this. Watch,” she said. She drew in a long breath, pulling the air in slowly. “Long-slow. This tells you much. All that is around you. All there is to smell. Long-slow first, always. After long-slow, short-fast.” She sniffed the air three times. “Short-fast is little pieces. The pieces are different. You move your head, short-fast. You move your head again, short-fast. Maybe this smell is stronger here, maybe it is weaker there. You know that the thing that makes the smell is moving, or maybe not. Maybe the air is moving. You wait, and you test again. Understand? Long-slow to find something to follow. Short-fast to follow it. Now you.”

	Somewhat doubtful that it was truly possible to smell incorrectly, the one she called Teyn nonetheless did as he was instructed. He breathed in long and slow, letting the scents of the thin forest fill his nose. There was the crisp, clean scent of frost, the potent smell of pine needles, the warm scent of Sorrel, and dozens of scents he couldn't identify. One of them, though, stood out above the rest.

	“I smell the rabbits from yesterday.”

	“Of course you do. Now short-fast. Where are they?”

	He sampled the air as she had, three quick sniffs with the slightest of an adjustment of his head, then a few more with his head turned aside. The subtle differences from one tiny taste to the next began to form themselves in his mind. There was more to tracking than having a sensitive nose. Simply being able to detect those things that other creatures could not was only a tool, and, like all tools, it was only valuable to those who knew how to use it. Every breath was like listening to a noisy crowd mingling on the floor of a vast meeting hall. Hearing every voice was simple. Tracking was the art of following a single conversation while a thousand others echoed and droned around it. He tried to focus on the tantalizing thread of a scent, twisting his head and testing the air again and again in search of it. There was undeniably a pattern, but it was elusive, suddenly weaker where it should be stronger, or twisting back on itself rather than leading anywhere. He slowly followed it as best he could for a minute or two before Sorrel, awkwardly thumping along behind with her crutch, growled in frustration.

	“Enough. Get down,” she said, hobbling up to him and bopping the top of his head.

	“What?”

	“Down. Nose on the ground. You should have found the trail by now, but you have not. This you should have learned as a child, so get down where your nose would be as a child.” She slapped the top of his head again. “Down.”

	“You don't need to do that,” he growled.

	“I am hungry, and soon the sun will rise and the food will be ready for us. So you need to be a better hunter very fast. Now get down, Teyn.”

	He ducked out of the way of a final slap to the head and crouched low, putting his hands to the icy earth and lowering his head. Eyes shut, he sampled the air again. The scent of the rabbits was stronger, easier to follow. Keeping his nose close to the soil, he crept forward. With each step, the trail grew stronger. The crawl turned to a crouching walk. A life of slinking through the shadows, fearful of being heard, had taught him to keep his steps silent without sacrificing speed.

	After five minutes of weaving through trees and following the scent, he approached a clearing with a low, dense cluster of thorn bushes. The sun was a bit higher in the sky now, casting enough rosy glow for his keen eyes to pick out the dimples of footprints leading to and from the bushes. Evidently the rabbits he'd chased from the warren had made this their new home. He turned back to see if Sorrel had been able to keep up with him, but if she was behind him, she was far behind, nowhere in sight. Looking back to the bushes, though, earned him a glimpse of a tattered heap of layered cloth, crutch sticking awkwardly to the side and a red-furred muzzle grinning from underneath a hood.

	His mind not quite willing to allow the possibility that Sorrel could have beaten him to the prize despite being nearly crippled, he glanced behind him once more. When he turned to her again, she pulled back the hood enough for him to see her eyes. She pointed to them, then to the bushes, and finally raised her crutch like a club. He nodded once and tensed his legs. She nodded again, then swiped the crutch at the bushes, rattling free a crust of ice and causing and explosion of startled rabbits to burst from the other side.

	There were five of them, and having the benefit of preparation hadn't done much to tip the odds in his favor beyond the first pounce. The leap had netted him the unlucky creature first to leave the cover. The others scattered. He scrambled back to his feet, locked his eyes on one of them, and rushed after it. Chasing a rabbit turned out to be nearly as difficult as chasing Sorrel had been. The little thing moved in leaps that never seemed to head quite in the direction he was expecting. Nonetheless, he kept after it, digging his feet into the earth and cutting aside to stay on its trail whenever it changed direction. Eventually, his breath heaving and his chest burning from the cold air once again, he managed to dive upon it. For the second day in a row, there would be a meal for himself and his tutor.

	He was just catching his breath when Sorrel caught up with him.

	“How many?” She asked.

	He held up his hard-earned catch.

	“Two? Bah!” she grumbled, coming closer and snatching the larger of them to inspect. “This is why I do not like rabbits. Very much running, not very much eating. But still,” she said, slapping him on the back, “one lesson, two rabbits. Maybe not so many hungry days ahead after all. Come, we eat now. And you can start one of your fires if you want. I know a good place.”

	#

	The place Sorrel spoke of turned out to be a narrow notch cut out of the mountainside. What had likely once been a much larger stream was now a trickle of icy water tracing a crooked path along a hollowed out alley of smooth stone. A large alcove in the stone wall was wide enough to comfortably fit the two malthropes, with room enough for a fire between them. Best of all, for the first time since he'd entered the mountains, he wasn't being blasted by the merciless wind.

	As they had the night before, each ate eagerly and quietly, but for once the hunger was not desperate, and thus the food could be savored a bit more. As “Teyn” chewed at his meal, he looked over his new teacher. A malthrope's eyes were sharp day or night, but in darkness they told little of subtle things like color. Now that the sun had truly risen, the light was enough for him to take in the sight in full. She looked to be older than him, but still young, perhaps a handful of years further into her adulthood than he. He was a bit taller, the tips of her pointed ears coming to eye-level for him. Her clothes were at least four layers of the billowy robes and trousers that the farmers wore, supplemented by a collection of scarfs and shawls, and topped with a thick, gray, hooded cloak which had not been present the day before. Her fur was different from his, a dark mahogany instead of his own fiery orange, but the same cream at her throat and black at the tips of her ears. Her eyes were gray with hints of yellow and amber, and her hair was a long and tangled mass that gathered into a pool in her hood. Three small gold hoop earrings adorned one ear, and a pair of mismatched rings were on her right hand. Her eyes flicked in his direction a few times as he studied her.

	“Why do you look at me so much, Teyn?” she asked.

	“I've never seen another malthrope before.”

	“Well, do not look so much.”

	“I apologize. Tell me, how did you end up ahead of me when I was tracking down the rabbits?”

	She smirked. “In the beginning, you figure out how to follow the trail. Later, you figure out where it leads. It is faster.”

	“When will you teach me that?”

	“I will not. It is not something someone teaches. It is something you learn by doing.”

	“I see.” He ate a bit more and looked around at the simple but effective shelter. “Is this where you went yesterday? Is this your home?”

	She scoffed. “No, Teyn. I did not take you to the place where I sleep. My home is a nicer place than this, but for you, this place is good. Better than sleeping in the windy trees.”

	“Yes. Thank you for finding it.”

	He looked thoughtfully in her direction. She weathered his gaze for a few moments before setting her food aside and glaring at him. “You are looking at me too much again, Teyn.”

	“I'm sorry, but I have so many questions.”

	“If they are about the hunting, we will talk later, before dusk.”

	“No, they are about us. Malthropes.”

	She sighed. “Well, ask, if it will stop your staring.”

	“Well . . . what are we?”

	“We are malthropes.”

	“Yes, but what is a malthrope? Humans say we are half fox, half man.”

	“Men. Men know nothing about such things. We are not half man. We are not half fox. We are malthropes. Look . . . here.” She plucked a water-smoothed stone from beside the stream. “This rock, it is round, yes? And it is more yellow than the other stones, yes? A lemon is round, and it is yellow. Is this stone half lemon because of that? No. And we are not half man either. A yellow stone is a yellow stone. A malthrope is a malthrope. Men say these things so that he can say that anything good in us comes from men. 'It walks like a man. It thinks like a man.' As if it is only men who can do these things. There are parts of us that are like men, and there are parts that are like an animal, but we are what we are, not half of anything.”

	“Where do we come from?”

	“I come from Vulcrest. I have said this.”

	“No, our race. What is our history?”

	“Where do men come from? Where do elves come from? Dwarves? Dragons? Fairies? Where do these things come from? I do not know. But probably the answer is the same for them as it is for us.”

	“You speak Crich, I speak Tresson, but these are the same languages that the humans speak. Is there a malthrope language?”

	“If there is, I do not know it. I do not think so. I think languages are things for places, not for types of creatures.”

	“Why did we—”

	“This was not the deal,” she interrupted. “The deal was for me to teach you to survive, not to teach you these other things. Eat your food and stay quiet. Save strength, yes?”

	He nodded slowly and returned to his meal, eating it in nibbles in an attempt to make a somewhat inadequate meal last a bit longer. As he did, he noticed that Sorrel was now staring at him, though not as overtly as he'd been staring at her. Her head was pointed vaguely at the fire just as his was, but in his peripheral vision he could see her eyes dart in his direction every few moments, lingering a bit longer each time. He drew in a breath to ask why she was looking at him, but he decided to keep his silence. It may only have been a short time that he'd known her, but he'd already learned that she had no interest in idle conversation. Instead, he let his thoughts churn in his head.

	It was strange. There was no question why Sorrel didn't like him to stare. All of his life he'd felt uncomfortable when others looked his way. It must have been something all malthropes shared . . . except she was certainly staring at him now, whether she knew that he'd noticed or not, and he didn't mind. It didn't stir the same anxiety. He didn't feel the urge to slink into the nearest shadow or tuck himself into a forgotten corner until they left him be. But why? Perhaps it was because she was a malthrope? Perhaps malthropes didn't have the same effect on each other? But then why did she tell him not to stare?

	As his mind wandered in tight little circles, he failed to notice his eyes were betraying him, drifting toward her until they each were sharing the same askance view of one another. They remained that way for a time, each lost in thought, each observing the other, until their wandering eyes met. The burning flutter of an entirely new sort of anxiety shot through him and he hastily turned his gaze back to the shifting flames. Rather than doing the same, Sorrel shook her head. Though out of the corner of his eye he couldn't be sure, he thought he saw a grin briefly curl her lips.

	 


Chapter 15

	In the days that followed, the lessons flowed. Teyn was no stranger to following directions and learning new skills, but this time it was different. When he had been learning to work the land, treat injuries, and repair equipment, he'd been slow to learn. Each new task had been a challenge, a struggle.

	Not so now. Hunting, tracking—all of the skills of the forest felt natural, familiar. It wasn't as though Sorrel was teaching him, it was as though she was helping him to remember something that he'd known all along. Even more importantly, this time he was not working to please someone, though every hard-earned word of praise from Sorrel was savored. This time he was reaping his own rewards. A good day's hunt meant a full stomach for both himself and his teacher, and a poor day's hunt meant a hungry night for each of them. One would be hard-pressed to find a more effective motivation.

	Regardless of how quickly he learned, or how driven he was to succeed, there was a reason the mountainside had been abandoned by human hunters. The sparse trees and rocky soil were a terrible hunting ground. In his first two weeks under her tutelage, he seldom caught anything larger or more nourishing than the rabbits of the first few days, but even when there was no meat to be found, there were important lessons to learn. A nose trained to follow the trail of a frightened bit of prey was equally useful in sniffing out mushrooms, berries, nuts, and seeds. Finding them was only part of the challenge. The more important lesson was knowing which to eat and which to avoid.

	“What about this one?” Teyn asked, crouching down beside a cluster of speckled mushrooms at the base of a pine.

	“Ah, no. No, no! Do not touch. Those are bad. They will make you very sick,” she said, touching his shoulder to back him away.

	“How do you know?”

	“Different ways. Look. You see here? There are ants all around. On the tree, on the rocks. Everywhere. But not on the mushroom. If they do not want it, you do not want it. Also, something is probably good to eat of you find bits of it in . . . what is the word? In Crich we say gohveen. What animals leave behind.”

	“Droppings?”

	She smirked. “Yes, like that, but my word is stronger, and more fun to use. It is—oh!” Her ears perked up. She began making wafting motions with her hands, waving air toward her nose. “Do you smell that? Smell, smell!”

	He drew in a breath, sifting through the tapestry of scents for the thread that she might be indicating. “Is it . . . a sort of sharp smell? And sweet?”

	“Yes. Now show me where,” she said, ushering him with a tap on the back.

	In the days since reluctantly accepting the task of teaching Teyn, Sorrel had warmed to the role. Perhaps it was his eagerness to be taught, or perhaps it was the inherent satisfaction in seeing lessons bear fruit, but her initial almost resentful attitude toward instruction was now practically enthusiasm. She seldom missed an opportunity to turn an errant breeze or a distant rustle into a test of what he’d learned thus far.

	After a few floundering moments of trying to follow the faint scent, Teyn picked a direction. Though he'd not yet mastered such nuances, it was clear that the source of the aroma was a fair distance away. As he walked, sniffing periodically, he looked to his tutor. She was limping along, her crutch touching down only every second or third step.

	“You really ought to avoid putting so much weight on your leg,” he said.

	“My leg is feeling better than it was. I do not need the crutch so much.”

	“It is feeling better because you've been keeping your weight off of it. If you—”

	“Ah-ah-ah!” she shushed. “I am teaching, you are learning. Remember this.”

	“The deal was for me to help you with your leg. If you don't let me do it—”

	“Fine, fine,” she grumbled, making a show of pounding the crutch to the earth for a few steps.

	He nodded and put his nose to the wind once more. They marched up the slope of the mountain, past some thinning trees, and then down again across a rocky stretch before reaching a thicket of thorn bushes.

	“There, yes. You see? You see where your nose leads you?” Sorrel said. “Even when you cannot catch food, it leads you to things that you can eat.” She thumped up to the bushes. “These berries are good to eat. I would not like to eat them always, but while my leg is hurting, they have kept me from starving. Crouch down. I will show you how you should pick them.”

	Teyn did as he was told, but before she could give any instruction, he was already hard at work, his hand darting among the thorny branches and gathering berries with practiced ease. The plant wasn't rakka, but the berries grew in much the same way. It made the task a familiar one, so much so that going through the motions that had filled so many hours of his youth began to bring back unwanted memories, which he paused to shake away. Even so, within moments he had filled his palm with perfectly ripe berries. He stood and held them out to her. She eyed the mound of fruit, the corner of her mouth turned up in a smirk, then raised an eyebrow.

	“This you can do?” she said doubtfully. “You cannot hunt, or track, or do any of the things that you need to be doing, but this you can do?”

	“It was one of the things they taught me.”

	She huffed. “Leave it to men to teach all of the wrong things. Bah! No matter. When you eat these, you eat slow. One at a time. You will be sad if you do not,” she said, taking a berry from his hand and popping it in her mouth.

	He sampled one. It was powerfully tart, almost painfully so, with the slightest hint of sweetness behind it. The flavor filled his mouth, bringing a tear to his eye and twisting his face with the intensity. The sight of his reaction prompted a boisterous laugh from Sorrel.

	“You see? Imagine if you eat two. Now, berries, roots, nuts, things like these? You eat them one day. Maybe two. More than that without some meat and you will be feeling not well.”

	“Why?”

	Sorrel glared at him. “Why always are you asking why? I am not teaching you why. I am teaching you what, and also how. Why does not keep your belly full. Now, give me these,” she said, steadying his hand with hers and brushing the berries into one of her many pockets. “Fetch some more for yourself, and we eat.”

	He did as requested, stripping another bush of what he supposed were its ripe berries and returning to find her sitting in the awkward position her bad leg required of her. Her back was against a tree, a mossy rock beneath her knee to prop up the ailing limb. She was enduring the punishing intensity of the berries, eyes squinted and head tilted.

	“The berries,” she said with a shudder, “are a punishment for not hunting better, I think.”

	“I'll have to do better tomorrow, then.”

	“Yes, you will.”

	He took a seat beside her and reluctantly subjected himself to the same trial-by-dinner. After three or four of the fruits, his tongue finally surrendered, refusing to report any more of the sour assault and making the rest of the meal a good deal more tolerable as a result. The days with Sorrel had managed to hammer her dislike of being watched while she ate firmly into his head, and thus he kept his eyes on his meal. Lately, though, she'd been flagrantly defying her own rule, staring directly at Teyn during meals. Her constant gaze prompted the same vague, tingling heat he always seemed to feel when he was seen, but from her it was different somehow. He'd come to expect it at times like these. It was almost comforting to know that there was finally someone from whom he didn't have to hide.

	“What are the names of these fruits?” he asked.

	“I do not know what is the name for them in Tressor language. In Crich they are called jhevik.”

	A gust of wind chose that moment to scour the thicket, rustling Teyn's fur and cutting through the thin, torn fabric of the tunic he still wore from his time in the fields. While he was moving, either walking along or digging through the rocky soil, the bite of the cold didn't sink so deep. Once he was still, even for a few moments, it seemed to settle in quickly. It wasn't a dangerous cold, but it was constant, driving down on him and wearing at him. If not for his years working in the sweltering heat of the fields, he likely wouldn't have minded the cold at all, but a lifetime adjusting to the heat made adjusting to the cold a slow and uncomfortable process. He shivered lightly at another breeze. It was a motion that did not go unnoticed by his mentor.

	“You are cold,” she stated, popping one of the last berries from her hand into her mouth.

	“I'm getting used to it.”

	“Mmm. You do not look like you are getting used to it. You rely too much on those fires of yours. You are spoiled by the fires. Fur should be enough for you.”

	“What about you? How many layers are you wearing?”

	“It does not matter. I do not wear the layers for the warm. I wear them because it is easier to carry them that way. And because I am not so foolish as to leave them where someone can take them. You should find yourself some layers, if you cannot stand the cold.”

	“I'm fine,” he said firmly, attempting to will the trembling from his fingers. Another burst of wind sent a visible chill through him.

	She huffed a breath, tossed the final berry in her mouth, and began to work at the tie of the thick cloak she wore atop her countless layers. “Here. Come here.”

	“I don't want your cloak.”

	“That is good, because I am not giving to you my cloak,” she said as a few final tugs released the stubborn knot. A shrug sent the weathered old cloak to the ground behind her. One by one, she tugged and inspected the heap of layers about her shoulders until she found what she’d been looking for. Teyn had assumed it was a scarf, but as she untied the knot and unraveled the tan strips of fabric from around her neck, it was revealed to be an ancient jacket.

	“Here,” Sorrel said, pulling the garment from her back and tossing it to him. “The arms are too long, and as a scarf it is too heavy. Maybe it is better for you until you can find proper clothing for yourself.”

	Teyn caught the bundle of fabric and held it out. It was a sturdy garment, nearly as thick as her cloak and very solidly made. The fabric was coarse and woven tightly. At the very least, it should keep the wind out, and his own fur should do the rest. Like the cloak, he’d never seen its like along the fields of the plantation, even in the cooler months. It must have come from her home, from the north.

	“Where did you get all of these clothes?” he asked.

	“I find them,” Sorrel replied. “Sometimes in markets. Sometimes hanging in the wind. Sometimes on the ground beside a man who is sleeping.”

	“So you steal them.”

	“No, no.” She pulled the cloak up and worked at tying it again. “It is like the rabbits. You put it down, you look away, it is not yours anymore. You deserve to lose it.” A third attempt at securing the cloak failed. Glancing up in frustration, she gathered together the ends of the cloak’s ties and gestured toward him. “You know how to do things like this.”

	“That is stealing. You are a thief,” he said sternly. He tucked the garment under one arm, knelt beside her, and took the ties, deftly tying a slip knot.

	“No, not a thief. A thief steals things for money. Men can be thieves. A malthrope cannot. A malthrope cannot sell things to men, and men will not sell things to a malthrope. So if a malthrope takes from men, it is not stealing—it is getting things in the only way that a malthrope can get things.” Not once did she sound ashamed, or even defensive. She explained it simply, as though it was just another lesson. “And a malthrope is not foolish enough to leave things where they can be found . . . most of the time. Why is this a problem for you?”

	“I have always heard that malthropes were thieves. I had hoped it wasn’t true.”

	“You hear this from men. Men find ways to hate malthropes.”

	“Elves and dwarves, too.”

	“Bah.” She flourished her hand. “It is the same. Short and hairy, tall and pointed ears, they are all men on the inside. When you put on that jacket, you should put the thin one over it. The thin one is loose, it will fit better over than under.”

	He nodded and pulled off his slave tunic for the first time in far too long. A searing sting of pain and guilt speared his mind as he saw the dark brown stain left by a splash of blood. It was along the front of the garment, far from the whip-torn holes and the stains of his own blood. This was blood he had spilled with his own claws. The stinging in his mind turned to a blaze of anxiety when Sorrel spoke.

	“What is this?”

	“I . . . this . . . I . . .” He stumbled, his eyes locked on the stain.

	“Not the blood. What do I care if you are messy when you are eating?” she dismissed, thankfully misinterpreting the origin of the stain. “This, on your chest.”

	He looked down. She was indicating the mark over his heart, a black patch of fur among the cream that formed curve with a point between its two peaks. He had long ago forgotten it was there.

	“Oh. I don’t know. It has been there as long as I can remember. I thought maybe all malthropes had it. You don’t?”

	“If I did, you would not be seeing it, so do not ask,” Sorrel said with narrowed eyes. “Come here.”

	He stepped closer and leaned low, near enough for her fingers to brush the mark.

	“I have never seen a thing like this. Very strange.” She tipped her head to the side, and slowly her ears sagged. She dragged her fingers lightly across the remnants of scars old and new. They showed has narrow strips of hairless flesh, some pink and fresh, some white and healed. She glanced up. Leaning near enough for her to inspect the mark had brought his face very close to hers, so much so that with her head raised their noses almost touched. Something about the moment made her smirk. Finally, she shrugged, pushing him lightly away. “Bah. You are strange. This is not new, yes? Get dressed. I have had all the berries I care to eat today. We should go back to near to your little nook.”

	Teyn slipped his arms through the sleeves of the jacket. They were a bit long even for him, but only slightly, and cuffing the ends solved that. Moments after putting it on, he felt warm without a fire for the first time since he'd entered the mountains. The sash and buttons that would have secured it closed were long ago lost, but even so it was a vast improvement. He picked up the tunic from the ground and made ready to pull it on, but he stopped, his attention once again drawn to the stains. Closing his eyes, he dropped his hand and let the unwanted reminder of that terrible day on the plantation fall to the ground.

	“You will not wear it?”

	“Never again,” he said.

	“Then I will take it. It will find use somewhere,” she decided, leaning aside to snatch it from the ground. Rolled tightly, it disappeared into one of her many pockets.

	“Now, we go, I—”

	She was interrupted by a gust of wind. Something carried on the breeze was different, a foreign scent that caught even Teyn's attention. He was new to interpreting such things, but it had a musky, pungent smell, something heavily furred and either enormous or numerous. Whatever it was, it was enough to push all else from Sorrel's mind. Her eyes were pressed shut, her nose pointed in the direction of the wind, drawing a long, slow breath. Another gust from the same direction seemed to visibly shake her. When her eyes opened again, they gleamed with hunger and purpose.

	“Come! Come, come, come,” she urged, her words almost silent.

	He leaned low to help her to her feet, but she swatted his hand away rolled to her hands and knees.

	“Down, get down now, this way,” she whispered intensely, crawling as best she could toward the leeward side of the berry thicket.

	He crouched low and followed her. “What is happening?”

	She reached up and clamped his muzzle shut with her hand, pulling him down lower and whispering in his ear. “You will be quiet. A thing is coming. To catch it, we must hide.”

	With that, Sorrel released him and continued, ducking lower and moving with greater care with each passing moment. Teyn did likewise. When his teacher seemed happy with their new position, a small patch of ground where the bushes were sparse enough for her to nestle among them, she nearly flattened herself to the ground. Now she was lower even than the knee-high berry bushes, completely hidden from all but her student beside her.

	“What is it? What is coming?” Teyn asked, his voice as low as hers had been.

	“Never mind. They will be here soon, you need to be ready. When they come, stay low. Head low. Ears flat. Look at them through the leaves of the bushes to see. They are very strong and very fast, but if you can take one, it is food for days. You have to surprise it, get onto its back, and then go for its throat. Pick one small, do not pick one with the . . . eh . . . with the . . .” She pointed frantically at the top of her head. “Head . . . sharp things.”

	“But what is it?” he asked, propping himself on his elbows and craning his head.

	In reply, she glanced through the bushes and became suddenly rigid, eyes glassy and intent. She reached up and planted her hand on his head, forcing him to the ground. Without raising his head, he peered through the waxy green leaves of the bushes and was just able to spot motion weaving among the trees in the distance. The minutes crawled by, Sorrel utterly rigid and motionless, Teyn doing his best to imitate. The forms drew nearer. Now he was certain that there were many. The scent was washing over him in waves, sparking ancient instincts. He felt his muscles tensing, ready to spring forward, even though he didn’t know why.

	Now they were at the fringe of the clearing, cautiously edging toward the berry bushes farthest from the hiding place of the malthropes. Finally, Teyn got his first good look. On the plantation, Jarrad had frequently brought one or two creatures such as these back from his rare hunting trips. He’d called them thorn elk, and a single look at one of the large males made it clear the name was an apt one. Overall, they resembled a larger, shaggier deer. Their pelts were gray, with patches of pure black and pure white near the belly. The females might have been chest high if he was standing beside them, but the one adult male of the herd was noticeably larger.

	Projecting back from its broad head were cruel, barbed antlers. Each forked once or twice, spreading out to the side, and each was covered with short, stout spurs. It stood with its head high, eyes wide and watchful. As the others of the herd approached the bushes, nibbling at the berries and leaves, it watched, its breath leaving in billowing clouds in the chill air. There was an alertness to the group, the sense that they knew danger was near.

	Teyn was awash with instincts that had never found use before that day. He found himself scrutinizing the way they moved, trying to pick out some sign that one was a better target than another. His limited vision slipped first to the possible prey, then to their defender. His heart was beating faster, his hair standing on end. Deep inside, he knew that this, the hunt, was the reason he was born. For the first time, he felt the beginnings of what it must be like to truly be a malthrope.

	One of the young bulls of the herd wandered a bit farther from the group. The beast was a shade smaller than one of the females. Antlers that would one day soon be formidable weapons were for now little more than bristling nubs. And there was something else—a hesitant step here, a stumble there.

	Sorrel's eyes darted first to Teyn, then to the creature. Somehow her glimpse alone seemed to radiate the insistent, primal knowledge that this was the creature, this was the moment. There wouldn't be a better chance. Teyn drew his legs silently up beneath him until he was coiled like a spring, one hand planted on the ground to steady himself, and every sense on fire. He bounced his leaf-obscured vision first to the prey, then to the defender. The instant its vigilant gaze swept way from the bushes, Teyn made his move.

	His legs and back straightened and he burst from his hiding place. The world around him seemed to slow. His leap took him in an arcing path, higher than the lowest branches of the pines around the bushes. The whole of the clearing was an explosion of motion. Each member of the herd broke into a bounding, fearful run, disappearing into the trees. The young elk panicked and bolted, its eyes wide and sweeping, but Teyn had chosen well. It lacked the steadiness to move quickly and the experience to choose its motions properly. He came down upon it, his clawed fingers raking across its haunches, but desperation and fear gave his prey just enough strength to wrench itself away.

	The terrified creature bounded toward the trees, Teyn not two steps behind it, when the air rumbled with a vengeful bellow. The male was thundering toward him, trampling a path through the bushes and nearly flattening the still-concealed Sorrel. Teyn's mind pulled itself from its task, switching suddenly from pursuit to escape. The charging bull was faster than him by far, closing the gap between them in mere heartbeats. Thinking back to Sorrel's attempts to evade him when they'd first met, Teyn took one last step and landed hard on his heel, springing to the side just in time to avoid a razor-sharp antler scything through the air behind him. The move only bought him a few steps, the hissing breath of the stampeding elk already hot against his neck.

	Ahead were two pine trees growing near enough for their branches to weave together. He shifted his sprint toward them and, pouring all of the strength he could muster into the motion, heaved himself through the gap between. The elk's hooves plowed up a stretch of frosty earth as it skidded to a stop. Teyn did not slow, rolling once and landing on his feet at a full run toward the base of a stout, ancient tree. He reached it and scrambled high among the branches as the monster behind him recovered. Below him, the elk pounded up to the foot of the tree and peered up at him, fury in its eyes. It reared onto its hind legs and came down with all of its strength, butting the trunk the tree, but Teyn held firm. Once, and again, the bull whipped its head, striking the tree hard enough splinter the bark. Finally, it seemed satisfied, plodding back into the woods.

	Teyn remained high in the tree until long after his heart had stopped pounding and his breathing had slowed. He was still there, clinging to the branches and trying to calm his nerves when he heard a voice echoing through the woods.

	“Teyn!” Sorrel called out, thumping along with her crutch.

	There was something unusual in her voice, a tone he hadn't heard before. When she called again, he realized that it was concern.

	“Teyn, you are near, I smell it. Answer when I call you!” she called again, this time the more familiar tones of anger tempering her voice.

	“Here,” he replied, finally digging his claws into the icy bark and climbing from his perch.

	“Ah! A tree. Smart. This was a good thing to do. Come here!” she yelled, hurrying as best she could to the source of his voice.

	She reached the foot of the tree a few moments after he reached the ground.

	“Let me see you. Turn around,” she ordered, scanning him up and down.

	He did as he was told, and once she was satisfied, she placed her hands on his shoulders and turned him to face her. “Good. It is good, you are not hurt. You thought fast, and you acted fast, and you ran fast, and you were not hurt. You are learning to be a proper malthrope!” As she spoke, she swept the pine needles and flakes of bark from his sleeves, punctuating the comment with a slap to his chest. “Come. You drew blood. The path will be easy to find.”

	“You . . . you want me to try again? After what happened?”

	“Pff. Nothing happened, Teyn. You are well, your prey is not. That is how hunting goes.”

	“But the male! The bull will come after me again. Those antlers could have cut me in half!”

	“Antlers! Yes, that is the word!” she proclaimed. “Do not worry. You have gotten away once. You will get away again. Once or twice more and you'll have the one you were after. Quickly now. You did not strike so deep. The thing will not be slowed much. It will take time to follow.”

	“I can't do it.”

	“Bah. You can. Come. We cannot allow the forest to serve up a meal like that and then let it walk away. We would spit in the face of fortune. You will finish the hunt.”

	“I can't do it.”

	His voice quavered with his final words. At the sound, Sorrel looked him over once more, seeming to finally notice that though his body was none the worse, he was badly shaken by the experience. His hands were shaking, and his eyes were flitting here and there, ears twitching and turning at every sound. He had, perhaps foolishly, allowed himself to believe he was safe here. After reluctantly allowing the constant fear for his life to drop away, to have it thrust upon him again was devastating. It brought back powerful memories of his flight from the plantation, and of the final days there.

	“Listen, Teyn,” Sorrel said, clasping his shaking hands in hers. “You are afraid. It is right to be. You could have been killed. But you were not. This is a victory. You did as you should. It is a good thing to be afraid of that thing. It is bigger and stronger. Around a thing like that, you need to be alert and fast. Fear gives you these things. But you are not so big, and you are not so strong. There will be many things bigger and stronger, so you cannot let the fear stop you, or you will never start. You take the things fear gives you and refuse to give the things it tries to take away.

	“There are many ways to beat something. You can be bigger or stronger. You are not. You can be faster. You are not. You can be smarter. You are not, yet. But there is one thing always that you can do to beat something, no matter what it is and no matter what you are not. You can keep trying. Try and fail, try and fail. Maybe many times, but if you continue to try while the others do not, then you will win. So never stop trying. Life will be hard for us, Teyn. We are malthropes, that is the way of things. But so long as we never stop trying, we will find our way. If you learn nothing else from me, learn that.”

	Teyn listened to her words. Again, there was a tone behind them that he hadn't heard in her voice in the short time he'd know her: sincerity. Other things she'd taught were things that she knew, things that she'd learned. This was something she believed, a piece of herself that kept her going in the face of the endless trials of her life. He took strength from her words—but, more than that, he took comfort in her touch. She held firm to his hands while she spoke, and looked him directly in the eye. Something about it, about physical contact that was not the back of a hand or the heel of a boot, made the words more real, more meaningful. He'd had her to keep him company for days, but this was the first time that he truly felt that he wasn't alone. His trembling slowed, and Sorrel smiled as she saw in his eyes that the fear was drifting away.

	“Good. Good. Now come. I will show you where to follow the path. Soon, we feast.”

	#

	It took more than a day and a half and three more close calls, but Teyn finally managed to catch his prize. The young elk was enough to fill their bellies for three full days.

	From the moment of that first true success, things changed. It was as though seeing the prey, tracking it, stalking it, had awakened a part of him that he'd been forced to keep tucked away. The lessons began to take root even more quickly now. He was eagerly seeking out each new scent and gaining as much insight and wisdom as Sorrel could provide.

	Just as his skills grew, however, game grew more and more scarce. The meager offerings that the barren mountainside could provide nearly vanished as the knowledge of a dangerous predator spread among the prey. The pair found themselves traveling farther each day to find a meal, and coming back with less to show for it each time. Worse, all of the travel was very hard on Sorrel, who, despite his continued insistence, refused to give her injured leg any real rest. As a result, it had barely improved at all.

	A few weeks had now passed, and Teyn was hot on the trail of a strong scent. Sorrel limped behind, a near-constant grin of pride and amusement on her face as she watched her protégé put her teachings to use. He'd always trusted her advice before, and it had yet to be proven wrong, but this time his confidence was wavering.

	“It . . . it doesn't smell fresh at all,” he said with concern.

	“Do not worry about that. There is nothing wrong with claiming another creature's kill.”

	“But it smells rotten. It smells like there are many rotten things nearby.”

	“Only rotten things?” she quizzed him.

	“No . . .” he replied, sniffing again. “Some fresh meat, too.”

	“Yes, good. This is good. Something has brought back many meals here. Not everything cleans all the meat from the bones, and so you smell what they leave. There must be good hunting not far from that smell, or else how would the things get there?”

	“There is another smell, too. There is something . . . strange about it.”

	“Yes. Yes. It is like a thing with feathers, but also a thing with fur. I do not know the smell, but it is an old smell, and there is no path of it leaving or coming. Maybe it is one of the rotten things now, yes?”

	Teyn pressed on uncertainly. The journey so far was already the farthest she'd traveled from the familiar section of forest that had become their home, and the source of the scent was quite a bit farther.

	Gradually, they began to find signs of what they had been smelling. Here and there were the partial remains of a very large piece of game. Some of the old and moldy remains appeared to have once been full-grown thorn elk. One broken skull still bore a mighty set of antlers. Other piles of bones were too broken or too old to offer any hint of what beast had produced them. They pressed on, hoping to find something with a bit of fresh meat left—or, better yet, something that the hunter that had left these trophies of past meals had not quite been able to kill. A beast half the size of some that they'd come across, weakened by a prior run-in, would feed the pair of malthropes for weeks.

	Despite the enormous potential reward waiting at the end of the trail of remains, Teyn found himself growing more uneasy with each step away from his home.

	“How do we know that whatever did this to these animals won't do the same to us?” he asked his mentor.

	“It would do this to us gladly. But your nose has been getting sharper, your ears and eyes are pointed in the right directions, and I am smelling and listening and watching also. We will know if anything is creeping up to eat us.”

	He nodded and turned back to the task of rooting out something worthwhile from the veritable graveyard, but her assurance did little to ease his nerves. The mountains in this part of the woods had been growing steadily steeper, eventually leading to a rocky cliff face. The treacherous wall of stone was looming over them as they threaded their way out of a particularly thin patch of trees.

	Just ahead was a small waterfall trickling over the edge of the cliff. It began as a strand of water, but the wind pulled it apart into feathery sheets as it fell, leaving it little more than a freezing mist by the time it settled to the surface of the shallow lake below. The cold blue of the sky reflecting in the rippling surface, combined with the majesty of the falls and the tall, proud pines, would have made for a striking and beautiful view, if either of the malthropes had been in the proper mind to enjoy it.

	As it was, the burning uneasiness that had lingered in the back of Teyn's mind had spread to Sorrel as well. Her vigilant gaze was now darting in a hunted and anxious fashion. There was a stillness to this place, a lifelessness. It was almost the same sort of fearful hush that their own section of the woods had taken on once Teyn's hunting skills had improved, but to a vastly greater degree. With nothing else to do but keep to his task, he tracked down the source of the latest unknown scent. It had led them just beyond the fringe of the sparse woods, to a narrow stretch of barren ground. Ahead was a clump of chalky substance, a bit smaller than Teyn's head, that the young malthrope could not identify.

	“What is it?” he asked, crouched low as he investigated.

	When no answer came, he looked to Sorrel. She was distracted, her face serious and her eyes scouring the landscape for anything that might be a solid cause for concern. He turned back to the substance. A nudge with his toe caused it to crumble apart, revealing the odd tuft of hair or twist of gristle and unleashing a fresh whiff of pungent odor.

	“Gohveen . . .” came Sorrel's voice in an awed hush.

	“That's what I thought it was. It smells like . . .” he began, turning to see her eyes turned not to the fragrant discovery, but to the sky. She seemed frozen, eyes quivering and lips parted in disbelief. Teyn turned to match her gaze, and quickly spotted what had seized her attention.

	While the pair of them had been keeping their eyes trained on the ground in search of food and threats, they had failed to notice danger drifting on the wind above them. It was just a dark point against the bright sky, but something about the way it moved through the air kindled an ancient and well-earned dread within Teyn. He squinted, trying to take in the details of the form. There were wings—the massive, broad wings of a bird of prey—but this was no eagle. To earn such a sprawling silhouette, an eagle would have been near enough for him to hear the rustle of its feathers, and this beast was still high in the sky. A thin cloud drifted in front of the sun, darkening the sky enough for him to make out a hooked beak, piercing eyes, and slate-gray feathers. It had stout talons pulled sleekly to its breast. Behind them, pawing at the air as though eager to strike, was a pair of powerful cat-like legs and a sweeping tail.

	Teyn had heard the men of the plantation tell stories of such things. They called it a griffin. As they watched, the creature pitched downward, dropping into a dive that was enough to shake Sorrel from her stupor.

	“Run!” she shrieked, stumbling backward for a few steps before turning to coax her ailing leg to as near to a sprint as she could muster. Teyn matched her speed. “No! The other way!” she cried between the yelps of pain that accompanied each stride. “We split! It cannot catch us both!”

	“But what about you? You're hurt! If it goes after you it will catch you!”

	“It is a flier! It will catch whatever it decides to chase. Go!”

	“I won't leave you to face it alone. There's got to be a way.”

	A stride landed hard on the bad leg, sending a jolt of pain that was momentarily intense enough to eclipse the fear and panic.

	She tumbled to the ground, her muscles rigid with agony for a few long moments before the wave of pain subsided. Her teary eyes opened to find Teyn had already gathered the crutch and thrown her arm around his neck to haul her to her feet. When they were unsteadily upright again, both of them snapped their eyes to the sky. The beast had wheeled around and was rushing toward them from directly ahead, descending from above the cliff. On her best day, Sorrel would barely have had a chance of making it to the shelter of the rocky crevice. With her leg in such terrible shape, there was no hope of getting that far. Even the nearest of the trees might as well be half a world away.

	She heaved a few shaky breaths and pushed herself away from Teyn. “Fine,” she said, tears in her eyes and voice. “Head for the cliff, you understand? Head to the cliff and find a place too small for the flier to go. Run fast as you can.”

	She spoke with her eyes trained on the sky, the desperation and urgency in her tone rising with each beat of the creature's wings.

	“Right, let's go,” he stated, duty and purpose gleaming in his eye.

	“No,” she instructed. “You go alone. It will chase you, not me.”

	“Why?”

	She looked to the sky a final time to see the beast just moments away, then turned to Teyn. As if attempting to gather her nerves for something, she drew in a deep breath. With a blur of motion, a cry of fury, and a flash of her claws, she raked a long, shallow slash across Teyn's chest where the open shirt left it bare. He staggered backward, disbelief and shock making the pain seem distant and inconsequential. The wounds were superficial, but already they were beading with blood.

	“That is why! Now go. Run!”

	She sprang toward the trees, favoring her bad leg to the point of hopping. He looked up to the swooping form, and in its cold predatory gaze he saw the same calculations he'd been learning to embrace. It flitted its eyes first to the injured motion of Sorrel, then to the bright red streaks of blood on Teyn's chest. When he saw the creature curl its talons toward him, he knew that it had made its decision. There was only time enough for a pair of bounding steps before the creature was near enough to strike, but he made them count, rushing low to the ground and tucking his shoulder into a roll when he felt the rush of wind from its wings. Claws longer than his fingers cut through the air, missing his head but catching his ear, slicing a notch out of the outer edge.

	He rolled to his feet and dashed for the cliffs. Behind him the ground shuddered under the beast's landing. An eagle was an ungainly creature on land. Pity, then, that he was not facing an eagle. As sleekly as its avian aspect had allowed it to navigate the skies, its feline aspect allowed it to match that grace on the ground. It pivoted, dug its hind claws into the earth, and once again Teyn was being pursued by a much larger, much faster creature. Unlike before, there were no trees to serve as cover or obstacles. As the griffin steadily gained, all he could do was pour as much as he could into his sprint and pray that he reached the cliff in time.

	The ground grew rockier and more uneven with each step toward the cliffs, but he'd learned to be surefooted in his time with Sorrel. He also knew better than to waste an ounce of his precious strength and coordination to attempt to see how close the monster had come. He relied on the rest of his senses instead. The sound was the most telling, a distinctive sequence of scrapes and slaps as the bony bottoms of the avian feet and fleshy pads of the feline feet alternately struck the earth. At a puff of wind, he reflexively ducked his head, narrowly avoiding a snap of the beast's razor beak. Twice there was a stutter in its step, and twice Teyn shifted directions in time to dodge a swipe of a talon.

	Each missed attack gained him a step, and finally he reached the stone wall.

	Vast boulders that had been sloughed away from the rest of the mountain by decades of wind and weather littered the base of the cliff. Eroded-away stone alcoves and ice-carved rifts dotted its face. There were dozens of places to hide—hundreds, even—but at a glance, there was no telling which would be large enough to hide him yet small enough to keep him from harm. It hardly mattered, though; his racing mind and pounding heart were both ready to give out, and even a moment's pause would cost him his life. Luck would simply have to be with him. He picked the nearest slice in the mountain that seemed to have a chance to conceal him.

	A frantic turn and shuffle slid him into the pocket of darkness within the cliff wall. It was narrow, and the stone on either side was jagged and sharp, but if the alternative was being torn to bits and gulped down by the beast a step behind him the choice was an easy one. He scoured himself across the stone, scraping his already clawed chest and wedging himself as deep as he could manage. His head was turned to the opening without room enough to move it and he could scarcely breathe as the monster reached the wall.

	Talons raked and clawed at the stone, scoring lines into it mere inches from his flesh. The griffin unleashed a furious screech as it chipped and scraped at the stone wall with its pickax of a beak, crumbling bits of stone but, mercifully, making little progress. Finally, it angled its head it to cast one last scornful glare at the morsel just out of reach before stalking backward a few steps to sit, rage in its eyes. Teyn's mind turned back to the rabbits, and the day he'd trapped them with a single exit and waited for them to try to leave. He dearly hoped that this beast did not share his patience.

	For a few moments, they simply stared at each other, the monster swishing its tail with quick, angry motions. It stood and charged the wall again, making a halfhearted attempt to fish him out before slowly turning its sharp eyes back to the rocky stretch leading to the forest. It scanned steadily, then stopped, body instantly and eerily still. Slow, tentative steps followed, head locked toward something blocked from Teyn's view by its unfurling wings.

	It didn't matter; he didn't need to see it. He knew what the beast saw.

	“Here!” Teyn croaked, not able to get air enough in his lungs to speak properly, “Here! Keep your eyes on me!”

	He raised his arm, reaching out until his fingers were nearly at the opening of the crevice, and slapped the stone. It was no use. The beast had its new target, and would pursue it as doggedly as it had pursued him. Teyn tried to fight breath into his lungs to call out a warning to Sorrel. He'd yet to catch his breath from the run, and narrow shelter allowed only tiny sips of air. The beast kept moving, stalking low to the stone. He twisted and turned his mind, trying to find some way, any way to keep it from targeting her until she'd had more time to find safety. There was one obvious choice. He had to give up his shelter and make himself the more appetizing prey once again.

	So close to the monster, it might well be the last choice he made, but he did not hesitate.

	A quick shove with his feet heaved him from the crack, sending him tumbling out into the open. This time the sound and motion was enough to draw the attention of the beast. Once again, the stillness seized it, as though it knew that safety was just a step behind Teyn and to betray its intention a moment too soon would send the prey scurrying back. Every instinct, every whisper of intelligence, every corner of Teyn's mind demanded he do just that, but he willed those voices into silence. A moment spent staring down the monster was a step toward safety for Sorrel, and she needed very step she could get. He simply had to hope that she was moving as quickly as she could. The monster took a slow step toward Teyn, but he held his ground, senses attuned to every minor movement, every twitch of muscle in the massive predator. The tension grew more intense, each beast knowing the next move was the last of the game, and each waiting for the perfect moment to make the fateful choice.

	A sound pierced the air, one that nearly tore Teyn's heart from his chest. It was Sorrel, her voice twisted in agony. The monster's head snapped toward the sound, and before the shrill echoes had died away, it was already bounding toward her. Teyn's legs moved of their own accord, breaking into a sprint that made his earlier flight seem leisurely by comparison. He trailed behind the beast, pushing himself harder than he ever had. This time it was not his own life on his mind, but hers. His pace quickened further, eyes locked on a crumbled form in a shallow gully among the sparse trees of the forest's fringe. Desperation and fear had driven Sorrel to rely upon her much abused leg and it had finally failed her. Even at this distance Teyn's keen eyes could make out a horridly crooked bend in her now useless limb. Unwilling to give up, she was working her way backward crab-wise, one arm and one leg dragging her along while she brandished her crutch. Even in the face of certain death, defiance gleamed from her eyes.

	Teyn pushed himself harder. The fear was gone now. Every step was sure, determined. Even the exhilaration of the hunt had dropped away. His mind, body, and soul were one, dedicated to this single task. Save her. He had only known her for a short time, but Sorrel must survive. Too many others had been lost—by his hand or another. He would not allow her to be taken away.

	He was beside the griffin now, running half a dozen strides for each of the beast's, and gaining only a few precious inches. Ahead, Sorrel beat the lashed end of her crutch against the ground, breaking it away and leaving a cruel, jagged spike. A toss in the air and a shift of her hand left it in a javelin grip.

	When the beast was ten long strides away, Sorrel sent her weapon flying with a heave of her arm. The charging monster swung wide, curving to dodge the weapon and approaching from the side. Sorrel was unarmed now, but her eyes were wide and her teeth were bared. Her attack did not meet its mark, but it had forced the creature to waste enough steps to give Teyn the time he needed. Approaching from the other side, he hurled himself through the air to collide full-force with the creature, wrapping himself around its neck. The impact forced the air from his lungs and was barely enough to stagger the beast, but he did not allow his momentum to slow.

	A rage came over him suddenly and completely, as though it had been a soldier waiting at the ready, eager to be deployed. He plunged his claws deep and clamped down with his jaws. Madly, he tore away clumps of feathers in search of something vital.

	The griffin reared, pain finally cutting through instinct. Sorrel scrambled away, managing to pull herself clear just as the monster's claws came down hard, throwing Teyn to the ground before it. He rolled aside, avoiding a lightning-quick strike of the creature's beak. Eyes dancing across his surroundings, he spotted the broken crutch where it had landed a few paces away. He sprang to his feet, ducked below a sweeping claw, and snatched up the weapon. Makeshift spear held tight in his grip, he turned to face the monster once more, stalking sideways to place himself between it and Sorrel. The griffin took a cautious step back. Teyn growled a vicious challenge.

	For a moment there was another standoff, like the one at the cliff except that the roles of predator and prey were no longer so certain. When the massive beast let its eyes flick toward Sorrel, Teyn made his move, leaping high and putting all off his weight behind a single strike of the spear. The weapon met its mark and sunk deep into the griffin's shoulder, eliciting an ear-splitting cry from the beast. Instinctively, it leaped, pumping its wings and taking to the sky.

	Perhaps it was dedication or perhaps it was blood lust, but Teyn refused to release his grip on the weapon. He was dragged into the air, dangling from the spear. The creature rolled, a motion that whipped him about and shook his grip, but he managed to dig his claws into the pelt and hold tight. It soared higher, and a brief glance over his shoulder treated Teyn to a view of the retreating ground. The sight was enough to cut its way through the fervor that had been clutching his mind. He looked to the griffin's head looming over his own. Even without seeing its eyes, it was clear that hunger had been overruled by fear in its mind. It was fleeing. He'd won. Now all he had to do was survive.

	Each thrust of its wings shook the beast, threatening to break Teyn's grip and send him plummeting to the ground. He needed something to hold onto that was more substantial than feathers. The only option was the spear. Scrabbling with his feet and lunging forward, he managed to get his fingers around it. Instantly, the monster cried out, tipping forward into a dive. Soon it was heading directly toward the ground, and for a heart-stopping moment his fingers slipped and he was falling beside it. The wind whistled in his ears and the rocky field rushed closer, but he kept his eyes on the beast. It pivoted and worked its wings harder, pulling itself out of the dive and drifting near enough for Teyn to latch onto its back.

	Again he reached forward for the spear in order to have some sort of anchor, and again the beast screeched and shifted in the air, pulling sharply upward. Somehow, Teyn gathered his wits tightly enough to realize that it was tipping in the direction he pulled the spear, trying to get away from the pain each fresh tug brought.

	A firm shove forward sent the beast into a dive again, confirming his observation and giving him the tiniest chance at survival. With tugs and nudges of the weapon, he guided the monster as best he could toward the surface of the lake below. It was working, but each attempt to steer replaced a bit more of the creature's fear with fury. He was a good deal higher than he would have liked when it finally twisted itself into a tight roll that successfully tore him from its back, the spear clutched desperately in his grip and sliding free. A flailing fall brought him to the surface of the lake, where he slashed down with punishing force. The water softened his fall only slightly.

	The shock of water that was on the cusp of freezing was joined a moment later by the thump of his back against the lake floor. He coughed out a precious breath of air and convulsed as water rushed in to replace it. Drawing together the remnants of his mind that had survived the ordeal thus far, he realized that one aspect of the plan he'd failed to consider was the fact that he didn't know how to swim. It didn't matter. He would not survive a clash with a massive monster and a fall from the sky only to be killed by a pool of water. He planted a foot on the lake bed and pushed himself toward the rippling waves above.

	Not a moment too soon, he broke the surface, and after a fit of coughing and spitting, he was able get a lungful of fresh air. What followed was a somewhat undignified sequence of splashes and sputtering gasps as he worked his way to the shore. Finally, his thrashing brought him near enough to feel the silt and stone of the water's edge.

	He flopped ashore and allowed himself a few moments to gratefully take advantage of the fresh air and solid ground. Slowly, his mind began to process what had happened, and his body listed its complaints. Every inch of him ached. His heart was rattling in his chest, the cold breeze was chilling his wet fur, and he could feel a dozen different welts and bruises forming.

	It wasn't until his breathing began to slow and his heart no longer threatened to beat its way out of his chest that he dared attempt to stand. It took three tries, but he finally managed to remain upright. He surveyed his surroundings, now grappling with the task of determining what exactly he was supposed to do now. His body politely suggested that he lie down for a few hours, but there would be time for that later. He turned his eyes to the sky, searching until he spotted the now-distant form of the griffin. To be on the safe side, he decided to fetch the spear, just in case it decided to return. At some point during the fall, he'd released it, but it was fortunately bobbing at the water's edge. Once it was in his hand, he shook away as much of the water as he could from his long hair and bristling fur. Finally, he limped toward the trees, coughing up a few lingering drops of water as he went.

	The short distance to the low hill that hid Sorrel seemed like miles, and even so, his breathing had barely returned to normal by the time reached it. He plodded up the slop until he could see his fellow malthrope ahead. Sorrel was curled in a ball, her hands cupped over her eyes. She was shaking with violent, heaving sobs. Her voice was twisted with pain and sorrow.

	“Sorrel?” he croaked, when he had breath enough to do so.

	The sound seemed to slice through the agony. She wiped the tears from her eyes and snapped her head toward the sound. Teyn must have been a pitiful sight, drenched and shivering lightly in the breeze, the bloodied and broken remnant of the crutch still tight in his grip.

	“You really are a teyn . . .” She uttered.

	Without a word, he stumbled down the short hill and dropped to his knees beside her. His motions were clumsy and subdued until the moment his eyes turned to her ailing leg. Then a sharpness came to his gaze.

	“We—” he began to say, stifling a cough. “We need to take care of this.”

	“There is no use, Teyn. It is broken. What could you do?” She groaned. The pain was terrible, and the suggestion that something could be done about it almost made it worse, as though it had a mind of its own and would not be denied.

	“I need to bind it. It needs to be straightened and it needs a splint.”

	“Still you wish to do this? It is not too late for that?”

	“If we do it quickly, your leg should recover.”

	She knitted her brow, a look of pained contemplation on her face.

	“It will hurt very much, yes?”

	“At first there will be a lot of pain. It will pass.”

	As she gave the situation a few more moments of consideration, a wave of pain visibly made her decision for her. “It cannot hurt more than this. Do it. Do what you need to do. Quickly.”

	He nodded and went to work. The broken-away head of the crutch was lying on the ground beside Sorrel. He snatched it up and sliced the lashing with a claw to salvage a short length of rope. Over the course of the battle and fall, the length of crutch that had served as a weapon had earned a fresh break. Placing it below his knee and giving either side a sharp pull snapped it into two roughly equal lengths.

	“I need something to pad it, an old bit of cloth, or—”

	“Fine. Take! Take what you need, just move fast!” she barked.

	One hand propped her in a sitting position while the other danced across her outfit, plunging into her endless array of pockets and pulling out items of all descriptions. There were trinkets, coins, and swatches of cloth and leather so worn there was no telling what they might have been when they were new. Finally, she revealed the slave tunic she'd tucked away when Teyn had abandoned it. He grabbed it and wrapped it as gently as he could around the fractured shin. It was not gently enough for her tastes, prompting her to dig her claws into the cold ground and unleash a string of colorful words in her native language.

	“Careful, Teyn!” she snapped, clutching his upper arm.

	“We aren't through the worst of it,” he warned. He plucked the armrest of the crutch from the ground, wrapped it in one of the swatches of leather, and held it out. “Take this. Bite down on it.”

	“What good will this do?”

	“If you bite this now, you won't bite your own tongue later.”

	She shuddered with pain again, eyes resting uncertainly on the leather-wrapped wood.

	“Trust me,” he said, shaking it. “It will help.”

	After another hard look she opened her mouth and clamped down on the leather. Teyn slipped the lengths of wood into a layer of the wrapped tunic to hold them in place, then looped what little rope he had around the dressed leg and prepared a knot. He turned to her. Sorrel's eyes were locked on the leg, apprehension and agony playing tug of war with her expression. He gathered the ends of the knot. If he'd arranged the rope correctly, a good hard tug of the rope would draw the injured leg firmly against the makeshift supports, aligning the ends of the bone and holding them in place. On the plantation, he had only seen it done a few times, but faces of the men who had needed it done, and the cries made by even the hardiest of them, were burned into his mind.

	No matter. It needed to be done.

	He placed his foot against one of the supports, bracing it. The stray ends of the knot were wrapped in his fist. With his other hand, he pulled her hand from his arm and clutched it tight. She held tight and wrestled her eyes open, meeting his gaze.

	“Ready?”

	She drew in a breath, held it tight, and offered up a stiff nod, eyes staring into his. He pulled the rope taut. A screaming sob of pain erupted from her, forcing its way past the tightly-clamped bit of wood and echoing through the trees. She squeezed his hand painfully tight and held it until the initial shock of pain dwindled to a slow, intense throb.

	“That's it. It's done,” Teyn said.

	Her watering eyes turned to the leg. Once crooked and useless, it had indeed been drawn back into the proper alignment.

	“I need to finish tying the knot.”

	At first she tipped her head in confusion, but then she realized she still had his hand tightly clutched in hers. She released it and, once he'd worked enough feeling into his fingers again, he finished the job.

	“There. That wasn't so bad, was it?” he asked, grinning weakly.

	“Let me break your leg and we will see how you like it,” she muttered with a scowl.

	The two of them were exhausted and beaten, but alive and whole. For the first time since the beast had appeared overhead, the rush and intensity of the ordeal was gone, and it was steadily taking with it the strength and clarity of purpose that had carried them this far. Replacing it was a bone-deep weariness. All of the fatigue and punishment they'd been able to push aside was racing back. The only thing either of them wanted to do was collapse and let a long night of sleep restore some of their strength and wits. Unfortunately, it was twilight, they were far from home, and, as their run-in with the beast had taught them, they weren't safe in the thin forest. They needed to move, to find shelter. And with her leg so badly hurt, there was only one way it would happen.

	Without words, Sorrel gathered the things from her pockets and tucked them away. When she was through, Teyn hooked one of his arms around her back and the other beneath her knees. For once, her withered and undernourished form was a blessing. Lifting her was like lifting a scarecrow, which was fortunate, because he scarcely had the strength to lift much more. As carefully as he could, moving slowly so as to avoid jostling the newly-splinted leg, he climbed to his feet and set off toward home.

	#

	The crash that comes after pushing the mind and body beyond their limit can only be held at bay for so long. After an hour of heading back through the woods, Teyn couldn't go any farther without the fear of faltering and dropping his precious cargo. When he reached a reasonably sheltered notch in the mountain, he carefully lowered Sorrel to the ground and leaned heavily on the stone wall. His breath was ragged and wheezing, still giving way to a weak cough from time to time and slow to return to normal.

	“I'll . . . I'll try to find some wood for a fire. I just need . . . I need to catch my breath.”

	Sorrel winced as she extended her leg and attempted to find a comfortable position. “Forget the fire, Teyn. You try to find wood now and you will fall, and maybe one of those cat-bird things will find you. Or maybe a fish-eater. And then where would we be? You dead, and me soon after. No, Teyn. Rest. Fire later.”

	Teyn attempted to object, but he was already settling to the ground, his body having decided to take his friend's advice even though his mind felt differently. He sat and leaned against the wall, leaving a respectable amount of distance between himself and the female. After she finished adjusting her leg, she turned to him, eyes flitting over him and taking in the sight of her savior. She seemed to consider him as one might consider a riddle. Finally she squinted, abandoning the puzzle with a single word.

	“Why?” she demanded. Like many of her questions, she didn't so much seem curious as impatient, as though he was late in answering a question that should have been answered ages ago.

	“Why what?”

	“Why what happened back there? Why carry me so far? Why dress my leg so well?”

	“It needed to be done,” he said simply.

	“That is all? You did not do it for any other reason? You did not want . . . something from me in exchange?”

	“No. You needed help, I gave it. You would have done the same for me.”

	“No, I would not,” she countered, a chuckle of disbelief behind her voice. “Coming back? Fighting the cat-bird thing? I would not do this for my own brother. It is a hard enough life without fighting battles that are not your battles. You must put yourself first if you want to stay alive.”

	“That is not what I was taught. You do what you can to help your people when they can't help themselves. If we all did that, then we would all be better off.”

	“Maybe, yes. But we do not all do that. And if others do not, then why should you?”

	He shrugged. “It has to start somewhere.”

	“Men taught you that?”

	“One of them did . . .”

	“He was teaching you to be weak, then. To do what they tell you. He was like the rest.”

	Teyn shot her a dagger-sharp look. “Say what you wish about the rest of the human race, but do not speak ill of that man.”

	She murmured something, a noncommittal sound that was neither an acknowledgment nor a retort, and certainly wasn't regret or apology. He sat in silence while she resumed her gaze of consideration. Deep inside, he found himself wishing there was a fire crackling, and not just for the badly needed warmth. A fire gave him something to stare at, and it filled the air with a quiet but constant sound. Without it, the mournful wail of the wind did little to cut through a silence that felt thick and oppressive. His eyes felt restless without a suitable focus. The wind gusted enough to curl into their shelter and offer an icy burst that motivated Teyn to tug the front of his shirt a bit tighter. The long walk in the breeze had been enough to take most of the dampness from it, but in doing so, it had chilled him to the bone. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her tip her head again, something in his body language catching her attention.

	“Give me your hand,” she said, reaching out.

	He took the hand nearest to her from the edge of his shirt and offered it. She clutched it lightly.

	“Still cold. That fall in the water chilled you good, eh? You are lucky it was not in the north. This cold is nothing. There, a dunk in the water without a way to get dry quick is a very bad thing. Even with fur you might not survive it.”

	All he offered was a slow nod. She held his hand a bit longer, the corners of her mouth drooping and her brow furrowed. Teyn closed his eyes, trying to force the cold from his mind so that he could give his aching body a few hours of real sleep. Beside him, Sorrel adjusted herself for a moment, no doubt seeking a position that would offer a bit less pain. Her shuffling left her leaning lightly against his side, her shoulder to his. She shifted, and then came a gentle warmth drifting over him. His eyes opened to find that she'd pulled the heavy cloak from her back and thrown it over the both of them like a blanket. If it had been a proper-sized cloak, it wouldn't have been nearly large enough, but the comically oversized thing was more than enough to cover them both, so long as they stayed close.

	“Thank you. You didn't need to do that,” he said.

	“No. But I am thinking . . . the lessons this one man teaches you. Maybe not all of them are bad.” She yawned wide and leaned her head against his shoulder. “Sleep now, Teyn. You have much carrying to do tomorrow.”

	#

	It had taken the pair of malthropes more than twice as long to return from the ill-fated trip as it had to reach the griffin's cliff. Fortune had smiled upon them along the way, offering up a few plump game birds that were too slow to evade Teyn once he'd set down his teacher. It wasn't the meal they'd been seeking when they set off on their journey, but it was enough to give them the strength to return. Now they were making their way through the familiar trees of the place they called home. It was strange—there wasn't anything particularly distinctive about this part of the mountain, nothing to set it apart from the miles and miles of rocky wilderness that surrounded it, but, somehow, being here brought a profound relief. Pacing the land that greeted him every morning filled him with a sort of comfort, a security that he'd not truly felt since the workshop that he'd shared with Ben.

	He shifted his path toward the hidden crag of the mountain that now served the same role as the shop of old, but Sorrel stopped him.

	“No, go that way,” she directed.

	She was cradled in his arms, one arm around his neck and the other pointing the way. After that first night of sleep, she'd been foolish enough to second-guess Teyn's advice. The throbbing had subsided for the most part, and the splint seemed strong, so she'd tried climbing to her feet while Teyn slept. The result was a cry that startled him from sleep and enough pain to assure her that, for better or worse, Teyn would be her legs for a few weeks.

	“Up there, then down the slope a bit. There is a patch of flat stones and a gap between two tall parts,” she said.

	“Where are we going?”

	“Where are we going . . .” she muttered. “We are going home, Teyn. Where do you think?”

	“Your home? But you told me never to follow you there.”

	“You are not following me there, you are taking me there. It is different. How else am I supposed to get home? Now go, quickly. It has been a long time. I want to be sure my things are where I left them.”

	He followed her instructions, and soon found his way to a deep overhang nestled in a nook near the mouth of a small valley not far from his own lair. A thin shard of stone that had dropped free of the mountain ages ago served as a wall, closing off the overhang and turning it into a room of sorts. Carefully slipping through the narrow opening beside the stone, Teyn found the place that Sorrel had called home.

	The late afternoon sun was filtering through cracks around the edge of the natural door, where something in the stone of the wall made it sparkle and cast points of rainbow light all around. Here and there, a patch of the wall had been rubbed or scraped to reveal more of the gleaming stone, forming simple patterns of the stuff. Most of these designs were centered on the wall farthest from the entrance, where a neat mound of dry boughs had been piled and draped with a rough cloth to form a cozy little bed. A trickling sound drew his attention to the corner of the den, where a natural spring had forced its way between the layers of stone and formed a small pool.

	Perhaps it was simply that it was shielded from the wind, or perhaps it was due to two warm bodies occupying a space only just large enough to accommodate them, but the little alcove seemed warmer than it should be without a fire. Scattered around were little indications that this was a home: smooth pebbles of various colors polished to a sheen and piled neatly on a natural shelf, a few delicate bones and feathers strung together on a piece of poorly knotted thread and dangling from a crook in the roof, tiny touches that Sorrel had left behind to make the space her own.

	“Home,” she said simply.

	“It is very nice,” Teyn said as he stooped to set her down.

	“Bah. It is a hole in the mountain,” she said with a dismissive wave. She set down her good foot and hopped along, holding his hand for balance. Once she'd reached the bed, she spun around and walked herself down the wall with her hands. “But you could search for a year and not find a better hole in the mountain than this one. Turn around.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you are in my home and I told you to turn around,” she said flatly.

	He did as he was told. Behind him there was the grind of stone on stone, then the tinkle of metal. When the stone sound came and went a second time, she spoke up. “You can turn around again.”

	He faced Sorrel to find her applying fresh earrings. The three hoops in one ear were gone, and in their place was a dangling collection of tiny gems at the end of delicate gold chains. There were also two new rings lying on the ground beside her. When she was finished with the earrings, she slipped the other bits of jewelry on each of her fingers one by one until she found a finger that fit.

	“It was time for a change, yes?” she said with a smile, admiring her new accessories.

	“How much jewelry do you own?”

	“Hah. Not enough. Always this is the answer.”

	“And all of it is stolen?”

	“No, no, I said before, Teyn. Not stolen. Found in places that men weren't watching close enough.”

	He sighed. “It is one thing to take something you need, but this?”

	“No, it is the same. I see the earring and I say, 'This I need.' And even if it is different, it does not make a difference. So I am a thief. And so they say we all are. They say we all are killers as well, and that is not true. I am not a killer, and you are not—”

	She stopped as she saw a look come over his face. Killer . . .

	The word brought with it a flash of the fear and shame he'd felt on the terrible day, and a flicker of the anger that had driven him to the deeds. His breathing quickened, his heart pounded, and his mind burned. It was the same feeling he felt when the other slaves would stare at him, but a thousand times worse. He felt exposed, as though she could read the truth on his face. Perhaps she could. Already her hand had moved subtly aside until it was hovering over a large, flat stone beside the bed. He turned away.

	“You . . . are not a killer, are you?” she asked, voice unsure now.

	He tried to find the words. If he could deny it, if he could convince her it was not so, maybe things would not change.

	“Look at me,” she demanded.

	Without thinking, he turned, locking eyes. Just like that, all was lost. In his eyes, she saw what he'd been hoping to hide. In her eyes, he saw the hardness—and behind it the fear—that he'd been hoping he would never see again.

	“What did you do, Teyn?” she asked in a hushed tone.

	“I'm sorry. I'll go.”

	“You will answer!” she snapped. The stone was in her hand now, raised and ready to be put to use. “Tell me! Who? How many?”

	“I . . . I don't know! I was a slave. It was at the plantation. They beat the man who raised me. They killed him! Then . . . then I don't know. All I remember is how much I hated them, how much I wanted them to pay for what they'd done to me, to him, to us all. There were dozens of men and women on that plantation, Sorrel. It was empty when it was all over. Just me, the owner's youngest, and . . . broken, ruined bodies.”

	His eyes were lowered, unwilling to look her in the face and see the fear again. A soft clack echoed off the walls of the alcove as she placed the stone on the ground.

	“You are not a killer, Teyn.”

	“I am.”

	“No, you are not. Look at me, Teyn.”

	Reluctantly he raised his eyes to hers. There was no fear in them. If anything, there was pity.

	“I'm telling you, I—”

	“You killed. You lost control and you struck out at those who wronged you. They would have killed you, so you killed them. It is what you did, not what you are.”

	“It doesn't matter why I did it.”

	“To me it does. How long have I been helping you? Weeks. That much time and you do not think I would know it if I was spending my time with a killer? You insult me, Teyn. You are a malthrope who has killed a man. Maybe many. You know how to kill and you can do it if you need to. In this world, with the things we have already faced together, that is a useful thing to have around.”

	“You don't want me to go? You aren't afraid of what I might do?”

	“My leg is ruined. It has been since I first met you. If you wanted to do something, why wait? I see the things you can do. I watched you fight the cat-bird thing, and I saw a fighter in you then. But also I watched you after the antler beast chased you. Shaking. Scared. Not a fighter. Then I think, maybe if the thing came for me instead, you would not be scared, you would be a fighter again. I think it is something that only comes when you need it. I think you protect things. So you may be dangerous to men, but to me you mean no harm. I will keep a close eye on you, I would be a fool not to, but this I was already doing. And even if none of this was so, we had a deal. We have a deal. Until my leg is better, I do not have a choice but to keep you near.”

	Teyn stood at the entrance to the den, his mind awash with clashing emotion. The pain and fear of having his secret revealed was mixed with the disbelief and relief of her acceptance. He was without words. Perhaps sensing this, Sorrel didn't allow the silence to linger.

	“I have been too long away from this place, my home. I have things that I must do. It has also been far too long since my stomach was full. Do you think you can find a meal without me? My nose tells me something tasty is near. Did you smell it?”

	“I . . . I think so,” he replied, wrestling back enough of his wits to form an answer. “The rabbit warren. I think new rabbits have claimed it.”

	“Yes, I think the same. Very good. Go, catch them and bring me some. But ask before you come in. This is my home, not yours.”

	With a grateful nod, he turned and began to follow the scent. Just as he had done so many times before, he coped with the turmoil in his head and heart the only way he knew how: he buried himself wholly in the task. Moving on instinct and practiced tactics, he let the thinking part of him slip away. By the time he was returning from the hunt, with four plump rabbits to show for his efforts, the edge of his emotion had been blunted somewhat. He was not himself, but the rapier sting that had tormented his mind was replaced by a dull ache.

	Sorrel, meanwhile, was behaving as though nothing had happened at all. She ate her first hearty meal in days with her usual relish, and when she was through, she began to muse aloud.

	“The place where you sleep. It is near, is it not? You can hear me here from there if I yell?” she asked.

	He nodded.

	“And if I call, if I need help. How fast until you reach this place?”

	“A minute or two.”

	She pondered for a moment. “I think,” she said, gesturing with a bone as she spoke, and gnawing at it between sentences, “this is not fast enough. Maybe a fish-eater comes, yes? With a bad leg, maybe I could get away. With a broken leg, no. So I call, and a minute or two passes and you find me.” She drew the bone across her throat like a knife, punctuating the motion with a slicing sound. “Dead. No. You need to be closer. There is another place, farther that way. It is a hole like this. No water there, and no rock to keep out the wind, but it is as nice as yours I think. You could sleep there instead. It would be shorter for you to come here, and that is good, because you will need to come here very much.” She looked to her leg and her ears drooped a bit. “Very much. How long until my leg is better?”

	Teyn didn't answer, his eyes staring sightlessly at an indistinct point on the wall of the den, mind swimming in thought.

	“Eh!” she exclaimed, snapping her fingers, “Listen to me when I talk to you!”

	“I'm sorry. I was—”

	“You were thinking. You do this too much. Sometimes it is best to let the mind rest. Now, how long until my leg is better?”

	“A month until you can try walking again. Another month before you won't need a splint or a crutch.”

	“Gohveen,” she muttered. “This is very long.”

	“That's if things go well.”

	“Then you will make sure things go well. If I cannot walk then you will come here and I will teach you things to help you hunt without me. And when you finish and bring the food here, you will stay and I will teach you more. If I have to trust you to bring all of the food for us both and do it alone, then I will make sure you are as good as you can be.”

	“I'll do my best.”

	“Good. And after you do your best and we eat our fill, you will stay here for a while. If I cannot move around much, I will need something here to keep me from losing my mind looking at these walls all of the time.”

	“You're sure you want me to—”

	“Yes, Teyn. Stop asking. Until my leg is right and you learn what you need to learn, it will take the two of us working together to stay alive. That is the way it is. Maybe you were a killer yesterday, and maybe you will be a killer tomorrow. I don't care. What I care about is today, and today you are my legs and I am your mind. Now open your ears, because there is much to learn.”

	 


Chapter 16

	The weeks that followed were trying for both of the malthropes. Though Teyn had learned a tremendous amount from Sorrel about the arts of hunting and tracking, it wasn't until he set off on his own that he realized how much he still relied upon her gentle guidance to find the first hints of a trail that would lead him to his prey. Worse, while their hunting trips had been taking them farther and farther from their dens in order to find food enough to survive, with Sorrel all but helpless Teyn found himself unwilling to leave her alone long enough to make the trek to the patches of forest that had been most fruitful. Some days he found nothing at all, returning instead with a meager collection of nuts, roots, and berries. Sorrel, perhaps understanding the reasons behind his struggles, accepted whatever he had to offer, listened to the troubles that had denied him the day's prize, and advised on how to overcome them.

	However, she was not always patient. Often her words would come with the jab of sarcasm or the irritated hiss of frustration; they always made it clear that she knew he could do better, and she knew precisely how. She was an endless fountain of information, sketching out on the sandy earth of the cave floor the tracks he might find, or explaining what parts of the mountainside were the best bet to find plants and animals he was after. Her tips were simple and small, often obvious in retrospect, but each was a new piece to the puzzle, and slowly his skill grew.

	More curious though was what came after the lessons of the day: they spoke. Not about the hunt, or about her injury, or any other topic that Teyn would have thought she cared about. In fact, seldom was the subject the same from day to day, or even minute to minute. They never seemed to talk about anything of consequence at all. They just talked, for hours on end, long into the night. And though the conversations couldn't have been more different from his lessons, he learned just as much from those words as he did from her advice.

	He learned that Sorrel had a twin sister, and both of her older brothers were twins as well.

	“Of course they were twins,” she remarked, “For malthropes, twins are not so strange. Not always are there twins, but not so strange.”

	“So I may have had a brother? Or a sister?”

	She tipped her head at him. “You may have had a brother or sister, yes. But not a twin, I don't think. You are too big. All the twins I know are not so big as you.”

	“If you had a family, why did you leave them?”

	“Why do I do anything I do not want to do? Because of men. They hunt us, and a family of malthropes is easier to find than one. So we go. We go our own ways. We try to be safe. If one lives, then the family lives. Sometimes that is the only way.”

	Other times she would talk about places she'd been in her life. Though she was only a bit older than Teyn, she had spent time all over the Nameless Empire, near places she called Kenvard and Ulvard, in a place called Ravenwood, and mountains called Rachis. He marveled at the stories she told, and pressed her for more.

	“The mountains are strange in some places,” she said. “Stones of many colors, colors you don't see anywhere else. Here, like this.”

	She shuffled aside and plucked a shiny pebble from beside her bed. It was a deep blue, perfectly even in its coloring, and almost glassy in its smoothness.

	“I found it in a river halfway up a mountain. I do not remember the name of it. There are mountains where I find red, like this, and green and blue. All colors are someplace, I think. My favorite is purple, but, of course, purple I do not find. I saw one, up north a bit, near where the fighting is. That was the day I stepped in the trap and started this whole mess.” She grimaced. “It is what you get. You go in a deep river, where there are lots of fish, and of course they put a trap for a fish-eater nearby.”

	“What is a fish-eater?” Teyn finally asked. “You talk so much about them, but I don't know what it is.”

	“It is a thing, a big animal. In Crich it is medeev. I do not know it in Tressor language. It eats fish.”

	“If it eats fish, why do you worry if one will show up?”

	“It eats anything it can catch! It eats fish because it can catch fish without much trouble. If it can catch me without much trouble, then it will be a malthrope-eater.”

	“Well what does it look like?”

	“It is big. It is . . . like a dog. Only larger.”

	“A wolf?”

	“No. Much larger, and rounder and thicker. As big as the cat-bird thing sometimes. Also, a wolf comes many at a time. This is just one always. And a wolf walks on four legs. The fish-eater walks on maybe four, maybe two.”

	Teyn turned the imagery over in his mind, trying to match it to the stories he'd heard told over the nightly fires in the old days of the plantation. “A bear?”

	“Yes! Yes, this is the word. A bear. And my leg, it was hurt by a bear trap,” she proclaimed. “Bear. It is an easy word, too. So long I could not think of it. You are not so foolish sometimes, Teyn.”

	Sometimes the conversations would last longer than either of them realized. Occasionally, dawn would break before they were through, and Teyn would help Sorrel outside to watch the sunrise.

	Weeks passed in the same way, and, gradually, the final pieces of the puzzle began to take shape. The trails, however faint, revealed themselves. A few sniffs of the wind told the tale of a dozen creatures crisscrossing a glade. He knew where they were going, where they had come from, and which were best to seek out. Some were still a challenge, leading him on a chase or putting up a fight. Many would escape him, but more and more he prevailed, bringing home his prize and raving about how clear it was to him now. At those times, Sorrel simply offered a knowing smile, as though all of this time she'd been waiting for these very words.

	Teyn was not the only one who learned things in those days. On a day when he proudly brought back a young elk and there had been more than either of them could eat, he showed her how a bit of the right kind of wet wood and a long, slow fire could smoke the meat and it would last for ages. He showed her what he'd learned of tanning skins and preparing furs. A needle fashioned of bone combined with some twisted sinew was even enough to cobble together a warmer pair of trousers and a sturdier coat.

	From time to time, he checked her leg, crafting a better splint or checking that the healing was going well. It had taken constant scolding and reminders, but Sorrel hadn't put any real weight on her leg since the day it had finally broken. Of course, that didn't stop her from fidgeting, sliding, hopping, shuffling, and otherwise putting the rest of her restless body to work when she needed to get around.

	#

	At the end of a month and a half, Teyn's skills had grown to the point that he was able to provide a hearty meal two days out of every three, and on the lean days, preserved food kept the hunger at bay. It had been just such a day, a poor hunt and a salty meal of smoked meat behind them, when Teyn was inspecting the progress of her leg.

	“I think maybe you did not use the right wood for this one, Teyn,” she said, tongue scraping against her teeth. “Maybe next time you use one of the needle trees. Maybe that will taste better.”

	“No. They told me never to use pine,” he said, kneeling beside her leg. He pressed his fingers to her shin. “How does that feel?”

	“It feels like you are pressing on my leg,” she said with a shrug.

	“And now?”

	“It feels like you are pressing harder,” she said, impatience working into her voice.

	He grabbed at her. “Give me your arm,” he said, stepping quickly to her side and pulling her arm across his shoulders.

	“What is this about, Teyn?”

	“Two weeks ago you screamed when I pressed on that spot. Come on, try to stand.”

	“You are sure?” The impatience was gone now, replaced with guarded excitement.

	“Come on!”

	He shouldered as much of her weight as he could manage, lifting her slowly and steadily from the ground until she was teetering on her good leg, the injured one bent at the knee with its toes lightly resting on the ground. He slipped out from beneath her arm and grasped it firmly to keep her steady from behind. She put weight on it for the first time since her panicked flight from the griffin. Her eyes squinted a bit, and her teeth bared, but she waved off any attempt to support her again. Bit by bit, she leaned on the favored leg. Finally Teyn stepped back. She was standing, unsteady but without help.

	“How does it feel?” he asked, ready to catch her if she seemed ready to fall. She did not answer. Her head was lowered, and she was wavering slightly. Teyn stepped around to the front and found her staring at her leg, tears in her eyes.

	“Does it hurt? What's wrong? Here, take my arm,” he said urgently, stepping forward to steady her.

	First, she raised her hand, palm forward, silently instructing him to keep his distance. After a slow, shaky breath, she raised her eyes to him.

	“It barely hurts at all, Teyn. It barely hurts at all!” She stumbled forward, tears flowing freely now, and threw her arms around him.

	Teyn staggered back a step to steady himself before slowly returning the embrace. It was the first time in his life he'd ever received such a gesture of affection.

	“It is healing, Teyn,” she wept, her chin on his shoulder. “I can feel it. It is actually getting better.”

	“Of course it is. We took care of it. Why wouldn't it get better?” he asked, not sure what to make of her reaction.

	Sorrel loosened her embrace enough to look him in the eyes. “Because never do things get better for us. Always they get worse. We are chased and we are hated and we are hungry and we are cold and we are tired. Each day another thing. It gets to be that you are afraid always. You are afraid to trust your own. You steal things from your own. The day I stepped in the trap, the day I felt the pain, I knew it always would be there, because never has anything that has gone wrong ever gone right again. Not until you,” she added, her tone a reverent hush. “Thank you.”

	“It was the least I could do.”

	“How long now?” she asked, wiping her eyes and sniffing. “How long until I can walk without you there to catch me?”

	“It . . . it should be a week or two. Try a bit more each day and the strength will come back. And then . . . that will be that . . .” With his final words, his voice dropped, and his spirit with it.

	“Why do you not sound happy to say this, Teyn?”

	“Because that will be the end of this. The deal will be done. Once your leg is strong enough, you'll have no more use for me, and by now I've learned everything I need to know.”

	She looked him in the eye, saw the earnestness there, and erupted into a bout of boisterous, howling laughter, fresh tears running down her cheeks.

	“Teyn . . .” Sorrel managed to say when the fit had run its course, “Teyn, Teyn, Teyn. This you do not need to be sad about. You are a handy one to have around. I think I can find a use for you still. And if you think after all of this time together you will just leave,” she added with a devilish grin, “you have very much more to learn.”

	She hugged him tight once more. He returned the favor.

	“Let us go! Let us leave this place!” Sorrel declared when they finally separated.

	The statement came suddenly, prompted by nothing in particular and yet spoken with the utmost of conviction, as though it was a decision arrived at after long debate and careful reasoning. Teyn furrowed his brow and tried to comprehend why she would say such a thing.

	“Why do we have to leave? What's wrong with this place?” he asked, certain he was missing something.

	“Bah, what is right about this place? It is too windy, and too rocky, and too gray. There is little food and no place to stay but holes in the mountain, and I am sick of it. It is time to go.” As she spoke, she was gathering what few possessions she had, snatching up stones and bits of cloth, even going so far as to pull aside a well-concealed stone and fetch a satchel of jewelry that, until that moment, she'd never allowed Teyn to see.

	“But it is safe here. It takes some work, but we can find enough food to survive.”

	“Teyn,” she said, with a sad shake of her head, “I do not want to survive. I want to live. It is very much a different thing, and you do not know it because you've only done the first, never the second. One taste of life and survival will never be enough for you again.”

	“But where will we go?”

	“Wherever we want! Those stories I tell of the Great Forest. Always you are eager to hear them. Don't you ever want to see the place? Don't you want stories of your own?”

	“But . . .” he objected, though now he was not sure he knew why.

	Her words fizzed and sparked with energy, and steadily those sparks began to flare in his mind. So much of his life had been lived in the rigid confines of the farm. Large though it was, the boundaries were never out of sight. He never tried to leave, because he knew that beyond those walls was a world with no place for him, and if he were to go there, he would have to face terrible consequences. It was now dawning that, in a way, he'd never truly escaped that place. When he ran, he was moving only because if he didn't, those consequences would catch up with him. His life had been nothing but a desperate search for a safe corner to hide away, and though he'd left the plantation behind, he'd taken the walls with him.

	As she so often did, Sorrel saw the flicker of life in his eyes long before he found the words to express it.

	“Come on,” she said, holding out her hand. “We'll see how far this leg can take me in a day, yes? And the next day, we'll try to beat it. When we find a place that looks like home, then that will be our home until we decide to find another. It isn't an easy life, but it is a life, and that is better than the other choice. You say soon I will be able to run again. When I do, I want to feel grass beneath my feet.”

	A part of him resisted, the part that was still the frightened little whelp cowering behind the legs of the one man who wouldn't strike him. For once, though, the fear was countered by another voice, a louder voice that cried out for all that it had heard but not seen. More than that, for once he had a friend, someone who stood by him not because they shared a plight, but because she wanted to. And he knew that where she went, he would follow.

	He took her hands and, together, they walked into the sunlight.

	#

	What followed was a glorious time in their lives. Sorrel's leg recovered completely, and shortly afterward, they reached the Great Forest of Tressor. Never had Teyn seen a place so filled with life. The ground was an emerald carpet of lush vegetation. Trees of every type towered over them. Most days the sun beat down upon the woods. Others times the driving rains that had fed the fields of his youth hammered down, but it didn't matter. Fine, broad leaves provided shade and shelter such that even on the worst of days there was someplace cool and dry to stay.

	Hunting had never been easier. Herds of deer lived and thrived there. There were plump birds that Teyn had only ever seen while they were being prepared for the master's table. The air was heavy with scent of prey, and for once there was more than enough to eat. Steadily, Sorrel's withered and malnourished form regained the muscle and curves it had lost, and similarly Teyn ate well enough to replace his wiry frame with one that was healthy and strong.

	But all of this bounty came at a price. Whereas the barren waste of the mountain was theirs alone, humans and their like frequented the forest in search of all of the same things that had drawn the malthropes there. Evading the eyes of humans was a skill that Teyn had learned quite well over the years, and Sorrel had raised it to an art form—so much so that when the rare need arose that could not be fulfilled by the forest alone, the two would venture out to the surrounding villages and cities. There, Sorrel would inevitably “find” what they were after, often with a few shiny baubles to show for her trouble as well. Teyn learned these lessons with the same hunger for knowledge he'd shown when learning to hunt and track. Soon, the city was just another hunting ground, no more dangerous than the woods if they took care and didn't linger.

	Those hours that were not spent hunting or exploring were spent learning all that the other had to teach. Teyn picked up what he could of Crich, and after that the beginnings of a language she called Varden, which he soon learned she spoke nearly as poorly as Tresson. She eventually gained a firmer grasp of that language as well, though it was largely the consequence of their long conversations than any hunger for knowledge. Her interests tended toward whatever talents and skills he'd gathered during his time on the plantation. His miraculous treatment of her leg had sparked a fascination in any other talents he might have “stolen” from the humans. Most things he tried to teach her were not enough to hold her interest, but fashioning tools, weapons, and clothing soon became a passion of hers.

	The weeks and months marched quickly by until in the blink of an eye two years since had passed, by far the best of Teyn's life. He and Sorrel seldom left each other for more than a few hours. Many warm days and wonderful nights were spent together. For all of his life, even when he was with Ben and the other slaves, he had never been anything but alone. Now he had someone. Not just someone to keep him company, but someone to call his own. His heart belonged to her, and hers belonged to him.

	Through all of that time, though, despite having Sorrel by his side, more freedom, and a better life than he'd ever had before, Teyn could not shake the feeling that there was something missing. He didn't feel unhappy. Far from it. Until these precious years of freedom, he'd hardly known the meaning of the word happiness. What he felt, he could not describe. Something at the edge of his mind felt wrong, as though there was something important that had been left undone. He did his best to put the feeling out of his mind, to enjoy this rare and treasured string of good fortune, but whenever he had a moment of solitude, it was there waiting for him. It was no surprise that Sorrel sensed his troubles. Her concern surfaced from time to time, but she had the unique and admirable ability to set such things aside to live in the moment. Teyn could do little more than try his best to follow her example.

	Most of their time had been spent in one corner of the Great Forest or another. On this day, the two malthropes were winding their way along the bank of one of the handful of rivers that flowed through the forest. While Sorrel was well-versed in the names of every little hamlet and glade on the northern side of the steadily smoldering war, she'd made it a habit of classifying Tresson landmarks by their meaning to her. Thus she spoke of “our mountain,” “the place where we usually find the fat birds,” and in this case . . .

	“The river where the trap was,” she said with a sneer. “Watch the ground. We are close to where it happened.”

	“I know. We were here last spring.”

	“And if you did not step in a trap, then you can thank me for this.”

	She tugged at the neck of her shirt and brushed an errant strand of hair from her eyes. In the mountains, she and Teyn had weighed themselves down with layers of clothing to ward off the cold. As they made their way down to the fields, Sorrel had shed one layer after another, bundling each up and carrying it along rather than wearing it. Since they'd reached the forest, she had whittled her wardrobe down to a faded green tunic with frayed gold embroidery and pair of worn brown leggings, each of a thin fabric made thinner by age and use. Teyn wore a vest and trousers he'd made himself from crudely tanned deer hide. Each carried a pack of the same material, bulging and dangling with their belongings.

	“Why are we coming back this way?” he asked. “Hunting parties come through this patch of woods all the time.”

	“Here, yes, but that way for a while was a place I liked very much, remember? That place where the men never seemed to go? There wasn't very much to hunt, but there were places near to it that had plenty. The rain was never very bad there. It is a place that we could stay for a long time without having to move.”

	“You've never been interested in staying in any one place for a very long time.”

	“Yes, well. Sometimes there are reasons to. Sometimes it is nice to know that you can be safe somewhere, in case—What are you looking for?” Sorrel asked impatiently.

	Since they'd reached the river, Teyn had been glancing at the surface every few moments, and for the last hour he had hardly taken his eyes off of it.

	“It was something you said once, while your leg was recovering.”

	She put her hands on her hips. “If I said something back then that would make you ignore me and look in a river, I think I would remember it. It must have been quite a thing to distract you so much. What if I had something important to tell you?” she asked, adding under her breath, “Something you would not need to be told if you had grown up with other malthropes . . .”

	“There!” Teyn said, suddenly dropping his pack and bounding it into the water.

	“What are you doing now?” she called out, confounded. “There aren't any fish worth going after. Certainly not if you splash around like that.”

	He ignored her, slowing his pace as he waded waist-deep, his eyes trained on the rippling surface. Finally, he plunged completely below the water, emerging a moment later with a handful of gravel and sloshing back toward the bank. He blinked water out of his eyes and shook it from his long hair, unwilling to take either hand from the double scoop of stones to wipe them.

	“What did you find?” Sorrel asked, now interested.

	She peered down at the assortment of water-smoothed stones as he laid them out on a patch of moss and shifted through them. Shifting one or two aside, he uncovered something that made Sorrel squeal with excitement. There, among the glossy river rocks, about the size of her palm and roughly the shape of a flattened egg, was a deep purple stone. Her eyes gleamed as she held it to the light.

	“The color, it is perfect. How did you know where to look for one like this?”

	“You said you'd thought you'd seen one in the river near where you were hurt. I thought there might be more.”

	“Sharp eyes,” she cupping his dripping wet cheek with her hand, “Sharp eyes, sharp mind. That's my Teyn. These other stones I carry, but this one I will wear. I think something around my neck, yes?”

	She held the stone to her chest, where it might hang if it were set in an amulet. Her mouth opened to speak, but a shift of the wind snapped her attention to the east. Teyn had turned at the same moment. Neither of them spoke. There was nothing to say. The scent of humans was on the air. What came next had been reduced to a reflex. Find cover until it was clear why they had come and what they were after—and, if they were seeking malthropes, run. It didn't matter how large or how well-armed the hunting party was, there was no catching a malthrope in the woods without surprising it or surrounding it, and neither Teyn nor Sorrel were careless enough to allow that to happen.

	It was the work of moments for each to find a place among the bushes, disappearing into the shadows and flora to watch and wait. A few short minutes passed and there came the quick steps of a pursuit. Next there was the crunch of gravel, the splash of water, and finally the thunder of hooves. A man burst into sight; at the first glimpse of him, dark thoughts from long ago gripped Teyn's mind. It was a slave, dressed in the same distinctive tunic he'd worn for most of his life, and bearing a two-stripe brand. Below the stripes was a brand he'd never seen before—a plantation owner from nearby, no doubt. His feet were bare and battered from a long run over rough ground. There was a madness in his eyes, a terrified need to escape that Teyn knew all too well.

	A faint whistle of twirling rope came next. From the trees behind the fugitive flew a trio of heavy leather pouches joined by lengths of rope. It spun through the air and caught his legs, wrapping them tight and sending the slave tumbling to the ground. He tugged at the restraints, but not a moment later a horse and rider crunched up to the fallen runner. The horseman was an older man, well into his forties, and he wore cheap leather armor, little more than heavy clothes made of layered hide. What showed of his skin told the tale of a hard life. His hands were covered in calluses and were blackened with dirt.

	Despite the rest of his distinctive appearance, there was one feature that captured one's attention above all. There were four parallel scars beginning at the back of his scalp and continuing across his right ear and down the side of his face, ending at his jaw. The wounds were thick and deep enough to show as hairless furrows across his head and left his ear a serrated and perforated mangle of flesh. His expression sagged unnaturally on that side, as though the slash had severed something that had never been properly restored.

	“All right. All right,” said the horseman. “It was a good run, but you're caught. Enough struggling, or I'll have to make sure you don't do any more running. That's something I'd rather not do. It'll cost me money, since a slave with no feet won't fetch much of a bounty.”

	There was something about the horseman that chilled Teyn. The sound of his voice, the look of his face, and more than anything his scent brought back half-remembered flashes of the day he had been found and taken by the slavers, and again when he'd escaped the plantation. This man . . . he had been there. He was responsible. A rage rumbled in Teyn's chest, but the icy fingers of fear locked it deep inside of him. The same fear that he had felt as a child. It was a helpless certainty that if he moved, if he was seen, then he would be locked away once more. So he watched, frozen in terror.

	The slave hadn't heeded the warning. He fought with the restraint for a few moments, then abandoned it and tried to drag himself away. The slaver simply marched toward him, dispassionately drawing his blade with the same weary irritation of a shepherd about to deliver a motivating thump. With every motion, the anger burned hotter inside Teyn, boiling away more of the fear, and with it the reason and caution. His fingers dug into the soil, his lips curled back, and deep in his chest came a deep, grating growl.

	The sound prompted an uneasy shuffle from the horse and drew a sudden cautious glance from the slaver. The realization that he had been heard briefly snapped sense into the malthrope and he managed to silence himself and creep a bit deeper among the bushes. The slaver took a half-step toward the thicket that concealed Teyn, but then thought better of it, turning back to his bounty and delivering a sharp blow with the base of the knife, dazing the struggling man. The slaver then drew a looped length of rope from his belt and pulled it tight around the wrists of his prisoner.

	“You aren't worth tangling with a wild animal,” he grumbled, hauling the slave from the ground. “Ugh. It is times like this I wish that idiot Latak didn't get himself killed. No brains, but he could tote dead weight well enough.”

	The captive slave was unceremoniously dumped across the back of the horse, and once a few straps had been secured, the slaver rode back from whence he came. For a moment Teyn simply watched, eyes focus intensely in the path through the woods that had brought the darkest part of his life rushing back to him. Then came a sharp tug at his collar, yanking him to his feet.

	“What was that?” Sorrel hissed, slapping him in the back of the head. “Growling? Are you a child that cannot control himself?”

	“I need to follow them.”

	“That is foolish. They were humans. You do not follow humans unless you want to get killed.”

	“I need to follow them,” he repeated, finality resonating in his tone and iron resolve in his eyes.

	He didn't know what he would have said if she asked him why. There was no answer. He simply knew that this was something that had to be done. It was as though a piece of his mind had been patiently waiting for the slaver's arrival. Now that the time had come, that part of him would not be denied. Fortunately, he wasn't asked to explain it.

	“Fine then. Let us go,” Sorrel grumbled angrily.

	“You don't have to come with me.”

	“I do if I want you back alive. I have seen that look before. That is the look of someone who stopped thinking here—” She tapped his head. “—and started thinking here.” She tapped his chest. “It is the look you get before you do something stupid. Eyes like that see only what they are after, not the things that lie between. So I have to come, or you will walk off a cliff trying to get something on the other side. Let us go. We will do what you need to do. Just do not ask me to like it. And when you are through, when you do this thing, we will come back here, we will find the safe place, and we will talk about why this cannot happen again.”

	He nodded, drew in the scent, and followed the trail.

	Compared to a herd of deer or a frightened rabbit, tracking a human on a horse was simplicity itself. Man was a beast unused to being hunted, except by other men. Thus, if he could not be seen, he believed he could not be followed. And so he would continue forward, his path straight and obvious. This man was no different. Even with a horse to speed his travels, the slaver may as well have been leading the way.

	The journey took days, bringing them beyond the edge of the forest and well into the plains surrounding them. As they moved into the parts of the land that humans called home, Sorrel became increasingly uneasy. Small towns bustling with life and activity dotted the roadside, and soon it seemed that before one ended, the next began. The slaver traveled only during the day, forcing the malthropes to do the same, and before long there simply wasn't enough cover to conceal them. Any other time, Teyn would have eagerly turned back, retreating to the safety of the woods while Sorrel chided him for his nervousness. Not this time. Now the roles were reversed. The normally fearless Sorrel wanted to turn back, while Teyn wanted only to press on, to reach the end of the path. And so they spent days darting desperately through alleys and moving along the bases of walls.

	The longer they traveled, the more obsessed Teyn became. Too often Sorrel had to catch him by the arm and haul him back, lest he be seen.

	Finally, just as a driving rain began to fall, the slaver peeled off from the main road and approached a secluded valley. It was precisely the sort of place favored by those engaged in the more unsavory professions: easy to reach, hidden from view, easy to defend, and easy to escape. The entrance to the valley faced the plains and would certainly be under constant watch. There was an exit on the far side which might be easier to infiltrate, but without spending hours scouring the landscape, it was difficult to know how to access it. None of that mattered to Teyn, though. He didn't want to enter—he just wanted to see it with his own eyes, to hear it, to smell it. With his sharp senses, he could do all of that from afar, so long as the rain didn't get much worse.

	He and Sorrel climbed the steep slope to the top of the valley, then crept low to the muddy stone until they reached a sharp drop-off that led down into the wide, low valley floor. Sorrel remained far from the edge, huddled in a leather cloak she'd drawn from her pack and keeping her eyes and ears open for danger. Teyn, wearing a matching cloak, slithered along the rain-slicked ground until his gaze fell upon the slave camp below.

	His breathing quickened. It was all the same. The hastily-erected tents, the wheeled cages . . . all of the things that had haunted his dreams for so long, he'd forgotten they were real. He shuddered, the chill of the cold rain combining with raw, burning emotion. He focused, trying to hear past the patter of rain. Voices came in half-heard whispers: the name Dihsaad, a price, the name of a mine to the east.

	He took a deep breath, sampling the air. Even in the rain he could smell the sweat, fear, and filth below. He could almost taste the swill they'd fed him, and feel the lash of the strap. Beside him, Sorrel had made her way to the edge and was staring with quiet disgust.

	“No wonder they treat us the way they do. Look how they treat each other,” she murmured. “Come. You've followed the man. You've seen what you came to see. Let us go. It is not safe here.”

	Teyn didn't answer. He was still staring at the slave camp below, but he was no longer seeing it. Deep inside his mind, all of the pieces were coming together: the distant uneasiness that plagued his mind, the certainty that he had a job to do that he'd been neglecting. He understood now. He knew what he had to do, what he should have been doing all along. He quietly stood tall and bold against the gray sky.

	“Do not!” Sorrel gasped.

	The words fell on deaf ears. With a step forward, he dropped off of the cliff's edge, catching his heels on the loose rocks and skidding down the slope like an archangel descending on a village of sin. This was not the madness of his dark day on the farm. This was something else. Something that had been missing from his life since that day. This was purpose. Voices rang out as he reached the ground, his hood billowing in the wind and his red fur drenched. Swords were drawn and bows readied, but none of the slavers had faced a foe able to move so quickly. He was little more than a blur to them as he dashed through the heart of the camp, charging for the man they called Dihsaad.

	The space between he and Teyn, combined with the cries of warning from his fellow men, had given the slaver time enough to have his sword ready. He met the charging form of the malthrope with a slash. Teyn rolled beneath it and drove his shoulder hard into the man's stomach. The momentum was enough to lift the man from the ground, forcing the breath from his lungs with a guttural wheeze. A moment later man and malthrope tumbled to the ground. Teyn had no weapons but his claws and teeth. Scrambling atop the fallen man, he put them both to use. Unfortunately, the thick layers of leather armor were more than a match for them. He'd only just managed to open a hole in the defenses when a boot met his shoulder, knocking him sprawling to the ground.

	Instantly, the whole of the camp seemed to be on top of him. Slavers too near to each other to put their blades to use chose instead to batter him with their fists. Others were more reckless, jabbing at him with swords, knives, and pikes. Teyn struggled, distantly aware of the attacks, but his only concern was that they would keep him from his task. If death would prevent him from doing what he had to do, then he must not die, not yet.

	A lifetime of dodging attacks allowed him to shift away from or knock aside the deadliest of blows even while pinned to the ground. Finally a twist and roll managed to throw free enough of the men for him to slip out from beneath and spring back to his feet. He heard a blade swing, and he felt a tug at his cloak, but Dihsaad was still on the ground, and his sword was free from his hand and out of reach. Teyn swatted the hands of a man between him and his prey, managing to jar the blade from his fingers. With a deft snatch, Teyn plucked it from the air and continued his bounding sprint toward Dihsaad. Another dodge and three more strides brought him to target. The older man had rolled to his knees and was crawling for his weapon, but Teyn kicked him to his back again.

	“Look at me!” he roared at the dizzied slaver. “Look at me!”

	Dihsaad locked eyes with those gleaming from beneath the rough-hewn hood. When Teyn saw the look of fear and hate of a man staring into the eyes of a monster, he drew the blade in a quick swipe across the man's cheek, opening a gash.

	“This is what you made of me,” Teyn hissed, blade rising for a final blow.

	He paused, eyes smoldering with hate. Never in his life had he wanted so badly to see a weapon meet its mark, to plunge the stolen blade hilt-deep into Dihsaad's chest. But deep inside him, a voice he'd been able to silence until now reminded him that he had felt this way once before. He'd felt this need in the moments before he lost control. Though he was driven by purpose now, the blood lust was straining against his will, screaming for him to take his revenge a hundred times over. Yes, he could take the life of the man who had taken his freedom, but what of the others? How much blood was he willing to have on his hands?

	“Never again,” he murmured, driving the blade into the ground beside Dihsaad's head with a single swift stroke and snatching up Dihsaad's sword instead.

	There was a more important task to be done. He stood and bolted, dashing toward the nearest of the slave pens. The cages were cheaply built, little more than trimmed lengths of wood lashed to one another. Three quick slices managed to cut a crossbeam loose, and the cage began to buckle. It was more than the slaves inside needed to break free. A dozen men flooded out, and in the chaos Teyn managed to hack away at another cage, and another. When the last of them had been breached, he dashed for the mouth of the valley. The remaining slavers had their hands too full with the escapees to give chase.

	The rain came down more heavily as Teyn fled the valley. With the intensity of the moment past, the consequences revealed themselves to him one by one. One eye was almost swollen shut already. Bruises and welts were forming everywhere his attackers had landed blows. There was a searing pain in the small of his back. He felt the warm trickle of blood from his nose. Worse, it was still day, and the rolling plains held no fewer than three roads, all heavy with traffic. He and Sorrel had made it this far only with extreme care, and even then only because no one suspected that there were malthropes about. Any one of those men could have seen him for what he was, and Dihsaad certainly had. They would be after him. They would raise the alarm. Soon the only place they could be certain that they would be safe would be deep in the Great Woods, in familiar territory with endless cover, but they were days away.

	Panic burned his mind—and, mixed with the darkly familiar horror and shame conjured up by the sight of the blood he'd drawn, he hadn't wits enough to do anything but run. Ahead, he saw a carriage trundle out from behind a grassy hill. He skidded to a stop, eyes wild and breath heaving. He couldn't go back; the slavers would surely catch him. He couldn't go forward, or the people in the carriage would see. Before he could venture another thought, though, there was a rough tug at his arm.

	He turned to see Sorrel dragging him desperately away from the road. The pair of malthropes scrambled a short distance through the roadside field until they reached a narrow brook, then followed it to where it met a side road. A simple wooden bridge spanned the water, and Sorrel and Teyn crawled into the dark, damp shadows beneath it.

	Several tense minutes passed as the two sat, listened, and waited. Twice they heard the heavy wheels of a cart rattle the boards over their heads, and once the pounding hooves of a horse did the same. Then there was no sound but the drumming of rain against the planks.

	When she was sure that the danger had passed, at least for the moment, Sorrel turned her attention to Teyn. He was a miserable sight. His fur was matted down with rain. Blood still dripped from his nose, and it had gathered at the swollen and split corner of his mouth. One hand was pressed to his side, blood leaking through his fingers from a blow that had sliced its way through his cloak and vest and carved a shallow gash along his side and lower back. The other hand held the grip of the stolen sword so tightly that it was shaking.

	“Is it bad? Do you need anything? Anything that I can fix?” Sorrel asked, radiating concern and anxiety.

	“I'm fine. It . . . it is nothing. Nothing serious,” Teyn answered, pulling his hand from his back to find that the bleeding had nearly stopped.

	“You are sure of this?”

	“Yes.”

	“What is wrong with you!?” she barked, delivering a fresh smack to the head now that she knew he wasn't at death's door. “I warn you about stepping off a cliff, and you do that exact thing! Do you have any mind left at all?”

	She dug through her pack and pulled out a rag. After dunking it in the brook, she began to dab at the many patches of blood that Teyn's assault on the camp had earned him. All the while, she muttered with increasing intensity in her native tongue. Despite the fact he'd learned quite a bit of her language, Sorrel had never stopped reverting to it when she wished to say something she didn't think he would want to hear. When the rag was saturated, she rinsed it and resumed her ministrations. It took nearly a dozen rinses before she seemed satisfied. She then passed the rag to him to hold to his back injury. Thus cleaned, he looked a good deal healthier. More than once, he'd returned from an ill-fated hunt in worse shape.

	“Well? You have nothing to say? You just sit there?”

	“It has to end,” he stated, eyes turned low.

	“Yes, it has to end. What you did today, it will make life hard for us. You cannot do that again!”

	“No, I mean what we saw today. That camp. The things they do there. The reasons they do it. All of it. It has to end.”

	“This is madness what you are saying. This not our concern.”

	“It is my concern.”

	“There were no malthropes down there. Let the others fight their own battles. It has nothing to do with you. You need to think about yourself. About us. Worry about your own people.”

	“They are my people, Sorrel,” he growled, throwing open his cloak and revealing the brand on his arm. “It has everything to do with me. You've never lived that life, you don't understand. Even I didn't understand until I learned what life was like out here. Imagine waking every morning, seeing a fence, and knowing that your world will never extend beyond it. Imagine spending the rest of your life in a place that you can walk from end to end in a few minutes. And imagine knowing that before the sun has set, you will have worked yourself to the bone in exchange for a meager meal and a night's respite before doing it all over again, day after day, until your body is ruined and they have no more use for you. Imagine that at any moment a strap or a whip could lash into you for being clumsy, or disobedient, or simply because the slave handler didn't like the way you looked at him. And all the while knowing that it can never be any other way, that there is no hope of anything better.

	“Everything am I that I wish I was not, I owe to that place. All of my nightmares, every dark blot on my memory, every stain on my soul, every drop of blood on my hands was born in that place. If I am a monster, and I know that I am, then it is because that is what they made of me. And every day, those cages find new people to fill them. Every day, more people are thrown into that life. I can't allow it. I must stop it. Any way that I can.”

	“And what of the life of a malthrope? Running from humans always. Being hated by all for no reason. Is this life any better?”

	“It is a terrible life, but at least it is a life! At least you can hope to find a place where you can be happy. Inside those walls, you aren't a living thing. You are a tool, a piece of equipment. Your grave is as good as dug the moment they press the brand to your arm.”

	“They are men. They deserve what they get.”

	“What you say about them is no different than what they say about us! We are the same, Sorrel. Neither of us may realize it, but humans and malthropes are just creatures, living in a world, doing what we believe we must, and hoping to see another day.”

	“If you do things like you did today, there will be little hope for you to see another day. What do you think? That if you can do this thing, what happened to you will be undone? Do you think that if you get killed doing this thing, then you will be redeemed for the things that you have done? You are what you are, Teyn. You cannot change the past.”

	“This isn't about the past. This is about the future. It is about what I can do to change things for the others. I can't just hide in the shadows and live for the sake of living, Sorrel. Life needs a purpose or there is no point in living it. This is mine. It is the reason I am here. And now that I realize it, there is nothing more important to me.”

	Sorrel's eyes narrowed and she pulled back, a hard expression on her face. “Nothing?”

	Teyn's eyes widened as he realized his words. “I didn't mean that—”

	“Stop, Teyn.”

	“We can do this together! We can—”

	“I said stop!” she cried, for the moment forgetting that they were hiding. “I am asking you to forget this. This is a dangerous thing.”

	“You and I have done dangerous things before.”

	“That time is gone.”

	“Why?”

	“Because it is, that is why. Listen. You need to choose, and you need to choose right now. Do you want to do this, or do you want to be with me?”

	“Why do I have to choose? Why won't you tell me why you aren't willing to take this risk?”

	“Because if something is important to you, you don't need to know the reason to make the choice. You don't need time, you don't need to think. Like that—” She clapped. “The choice is made. You did it when you saw that man and followed him to this place. Now I ask you to do it again. Choose this thing, whatever it is, or promise me that you will come with me and you will put this out of your mind forever.”

	“But—”

	“No but, Teyn! If you do not make this promise then one day—maybe tomorrow, maybe in years—you will go, you will do this thing, and you will not come back. I will not give my tomorrow, I will not give my years, and I will not give my heart to a malthrope who would let that happen. Now promise me, Teyn.”

	He looked into her eyes. The resolve he saw in them dispelled any hope that her mind might be changed. He tried to will himself to say the words, to promise her that he could set this epiphany aside and return to the paradise that he had with her . . . but he couldn't. His mouth hung open, but he could not bring himself to say the words when he knew they weren't true, to make a promise he knew he couldn't keep.

	“I understand.”

	“We can—”

	“There is no we in this, Teyn.” Her voice was shaking now. “If you want to spend your life doing this thing, that is fine. But do not expect me to do it with you, and do not expect me to watch while it kills you.”

	“But . . . but, Sorrel, I love—”

	“Do not,” she said, putting her fingers to his chin and pressing his mouth shut. “Do not say those words. Not anymore. Maybe you believe them. Maybe I do as well. Maybe even they are true, but it will be easier for us both if you do not say them now.” She gathered her pack and cast a careful eye to the surroundings to see that the way was clear. When she was certain, she stood, tears running freely but her face steady as stone. “I hope you find peace one day, Teyn. And I hope you never learn the real price of your purpose. Do not try to follow me. Goodbye.”

	“Sorrel, don't go,” he pleaded as she turned away. Her footsteps sped to a run. “Sorrel! Sorrel!”

	Teyn gasped with pain as he fought to his feet and rushed out from under the bridge. All he saw was the back of her cloak as she disappeared over a rise and down into the field below. He tried to climb the bank of the brook, but his battered leg betrayed him and he stumbled. By the time he reached the crest of the same hill, she was gone.

	He stood there for a long time, in the open and heedless of the pouring rain. He could follow. He could run after her for days, following her scent and tracking her footprints, but he knew it would be no use. Over the last two years, in those rare times that she'd decided she wanted to be alone, he'd never once been able to find her. If she wanted to disappear, she would disappear, and nothing he'd learned would lead him to her.

	Even if he could, there was truth to her words. What he had resolved to do could very well mean his end. It was wrong to bring such a fate upon her as well. It was his purpose, not hers. The pain of his body fell away as the pain of his heart surged. It felt as though the foundation of his world had been torn away and he was tumbling downward into an uncertain darkness. Worse than the feeling of loss was how common such a feeling had been. His mother, Ben, and now Sorrel. Everyone he'd ever cared about . . . they were all gone.

	But Sorrel was the first who had chosen to leave him, and that was what stung worst of all. She hadn't been taken . . . she had slipped through his fingers.

	At the edge of his vision, he saw movement far along the road and managed to coax himself back under the bridge lest he be seen. He crumbled to the ground, tears brimming in his eyes, and looked aside. Among the river stones beside him was the rag she'd held just moments before she left. He picked it up and held it tight in his fist. To the other side lay the sword, blood staining the handle. He grasped that as well. For a time, he remained there. Hidden from the world. Alone with his thoughts.

	As time passed and the day slid into night, the darkness crept into his mind as well. He thought back to those who had been taken, and those who had left. He though back to the many times he'd endured this pain . . . and he resolved never to allow it to happen again. This was the last time he would be abandoned, left with a hole in his heart. If that meant hardening his soul, closing it to others, then so be it. The purpose was all that mattered.

	After a final, reverent squeeze, he tucked the rag safely into his tunic and hauled himself to his feet. He slipped the blade into his belt and turned toward the nearest city. From this day forward, there was a job to be done.

	 


Chapter 17

	Now that he was alone again, there was no reason for Teyn to return to the Great Forest. It was safe there, but he was through being safe, and there was little he could do there to make any difference. Instead, he found his way to an old shack in a rough and overgrown patch of unworkable land at the edge of a cluster of farms. From the looks of them, neither the shack nor the path leading to it had been used for years. It still wasn't the best choice of shelter—humans had a way of reclaiming places like this without a moment's notice—but until he had healed some of his more troublesome injuries, it would have to do.

	Keeping himself fed was tricky with so many towns and so few hunting grounds in the area, but he'd learned quite a bit from Sorrel when it came to “finding” things he needed among the humans. Local farmers lost a chicken or pig from time to time, and bakeries in nearby towns began to lose loaves of bread. He was careful not to prey upon any one place too often, and ate only what he needed to survive. His attack on the slave camp had no doubt put the fear of malthropes into the area, and he could not afford to have the locals suspect that there was one hiding nearby.

	While he nursed his wounds, he tried to develop the skills he would need to achieve his goals. It was humans and those like them who seemed to control the plantations and the slave trade, so if he wished to end the slave trade, he would need to be among them. He would need to learn from them. Each time he ventured into the towns to scrape together a meal, he lingered longer, opening his ears and learning the dark corners and unwatched areas that would hide him from prying eyes.

	Taverns and inns were valuable sources of information. People gathered there and spoke freely about anything and everything that had happened in their world. He trained his ears to follow conversations, listening closer to voices that sounded hushed or anxious. Those who spoke loudly seemed as often as not to be boasting or lying, telling stories to impress their friends and entice the affections of others. The truth always seemed to come in whispers.

	While information was easy enough to come by, hiding places were much trickier. Back alleys seemed, at first, to be the best choice, but the fact of the matter was that only the largest of the towns in the area had them, and too often they were already occupied by townsfolk engaged in dealings of their own that were best kept from prying eyes. Once his injuries had improved enough to permit it, he found that rooftops were a much better choice. People very seldom thought to glance upward when seeking out the source of an unexpected sound, and the poorly tanned hide of his cloak was a close match for the color of the thatch that made up most roofs in the region. If he moved with care and chose carefully, he could spend the whole of the night along the roofs of a village without turning a single head.

	The most stubborn of his wounds, the slash to his side, had finally been reduced to a dull soreness by the time he was comfortable abandoning his adopted home. He'd taken to moving from place to place, scouting out a safe shelter to spend the day and sneaking into the cities at night. Though he'd believed he was choosing the cities to target at random, he realized in time that, without being aware of it, he was following a scent. Through some instinct or perhaps simple fate, he'd found the weak and lingering scent of the man he'd injured, the man called Dihsaad. Since then, he had been working his way along the path forged by the scent. Each day it grew a bit stronger. Here, he found the inn where Dihsaad must have spent the night not long ago. There, he found a market at which he must have lingered.

	Teyn couldn't explain why, but something compelled him to find the slaver again. Perhaps he felt if he knew how the slavers moved, where they went, he would be better equipped to combat them. Or perhaps it was because it had been Dihsaad who had drawn him out of the safety of the Great Forest and revealed to him his purpose, and thus in finding him again the next step might reveal itself. Or perhaps it was just the darkest part of him urging him forward, eager for a second chance to take the life that had been spared.

	After a few weeks Teyn found himself at the northern edge of the smaller of Tressor's two deserts, the Makaat Oduun. There was a chill to the air now. This far south, the mild nippiness to the breeze at sundown was as near as Tressor came to feeling the bite of winter. As the plains gave way to dusty scrublands; the thatched roofs had steadily shifted to mounded and sculpted curves of red clay. At first, he'd been concerned that he would not be able to blend himself with the bright red masonry, but after a few strong gusts of wind, anyone outside was coated with a layer of the same red dust, stirred up from the parched ground. It was reason enough for the people of the area to move quickly, keeping their heads down and eagerly rushing indoors to get out of the dust and wind. It was thus even simpler to escape notice here, and he was able to spend a good deal more time listening and less time watching and worrying. It meant that he could devote more time to tracking Dihsaad, until it was not his scent but his voice that Teyn was following.

	Currently, the malthrope was nestled in the crook of an oddly-shaped roof. Below him, the patrons of a tavern they called The Last Makaat Oasis were washing the dust from their throats with a strong-smelling drink that Teyn could not identify. The scent reminded him of Gurruk's concoction from his plantation days, but not quite to the same nostril-burning intensity. The customers called it “bahk,” and drank it by the pitcher. Apparently Dihsaad was a regular here, and he was having more of the potent beverage than he usually did. Teyn knew this because the tavern keeper had started up a conversation that had already become so familiar, the malthrope was beginning to wonder if each such man had received the same training.

	“That's your fourth tankard,” came the standard line, “something troubling you?”

	Dihsaad made a sound of disgust. “Where do I start?”

	“Something go wrong?”

	“Everything.”

	“How so?”

	Dihsaad grumbled. “A few weeks back. I was attacked. That's where I got this nice little slice on the cheek. The scoundrel released a fortune's worth of slaves.”

	“It was you that got attacked? Word's been getting around about something like that. I've been hearing some strange tales about what happened.”

	“Doesn't surprise me. I've heard a dozen different stories from my own men. Half of them insist it was some sort of demon. Ten feet tall. Strength of three men. Moved faster than you could blink. Complete rubbish. They think it came down from the sky, and went straight for me. They say it was like a ghost, swords and clubs passing through it without any effect.”

	“Not the way you remember it?”

	“The thing took a few lumps. One of us drew blood. It was no demon. I looked it dead in the eyes. Trust me. It was a creature of this world.”

	“If you looked it in the eye, you must know what it was.”

	Teyn held his breath.

	“It was . . .” Dihsaad began, pausing as if he didn't like what his mind was telling him to say next. “I was meant to think it was a mally.”

	“How's that? Meant to think it was a mally?” the bartender said with confusion.

	“It had a muzzle, like one of those blasted beasts . . . but it was too big. Yes, too big to be a real mally. And the muzzle was red, but it was dripping. Could have been paint dripping off it, or maybe blood . . . anyway, it caught me by surprise. Got me down. It carved my cheek up, and it said to me, 'Never again.' Then it stuck the knife in the ground and left me there.”

	“If it looked like a mally, it was a mally.”

	“Couldn't have been a mally,” Dihsaad insisted.

	“Why not?”

	“I faced down plenty of mallies in my day. I used to hunt the cursed things. A mally never could have got me down like that. You ever hear of a mally that could beat a man in a fair fight? And not just against me, but against a whole slave camp? Not likely. And even if it did make it through the camp and straight to me, have you ever heard of a mally who would pass up a chance to kill a man?”

	“You can never be too sure with those things. Sometimes they get wrapped up in dark magic and the like. Remember that story they tell about that farm back east.”

	“Which one is that?”

	“Oh, you must have heard it. This is years ago. Rakka plantation.”

	“Doesn't sound familiar.”

	“Let's see . . . been a while since I heard it . . . it was a place that made those seeds the soldiers carry. Used to do a good job of it, but then something happened, new owners or some such. Place went bad awful quick. People say he made some deals he shouldn't have, trying to scrape things back together. Guess one of them came due. One day, everything is just as it had been for years, the next—” There was a snap. “Dead. The owner. The owner's family. The slave-drivers. Everyone. 'Cept for a little boy, screaming about a monster doing the deed. Everyone figured the kid was seeing things, but then the slaves started to pop up. Seems whatever it was that did the killing, it had left the slaves alone. As each one got caught, they all told their own stories about what happened. Some of them said it was a mally that the owner kept.”

	“The owner kept a mally? What, as a pet? Feh. That'll be the reason his farm died out. Those things will bring a curse upon your land. Who ever heard of a mally as a slave . . .” Dihsaad's voice trailed off. A moment later he began to mutter, so quietly, Teyn had to strain to hear it. “Mally slave . . . rakka farm . . .”

	“What's that now?” the tender asked.

	“Nothing. Nothing. No. You listen to me, I know a mally couldn't have done what happened to me, and I know that it couldn't have done what you said happened on that farm. Mallies are cowards. No such thing as a fair fight for one of them. They only stab you in the back, or in your sleep. I hear they'll turn tail and run if you stare 'em in the eye. And I stared this thing down. But you say this thing let those slaves go? And it let mine go. We could just be dealing with the same scoundrel. He said 'Never again' . . . I'll bet you, I'll just bet you that it is another slaver. Or someone working for him. I've got quite a reputation. Made my share of enemies. I'll bet someone with deep pockets, someone looking to be the only slave trader around, sent him in to shut me down. Disguised himself as a mally to do it, to keep people guessing.”

	“I suppose that's one explanation.”

	“Well, they're going to get their wish. I've had it. Watching those idiots at the camp rounding up those slaves he let out was reason enough to call it quits. It took them weeks to fetch them all. If someone out there has the money to hire a blade to play dress-up and warn me never to track another slave, then so be it. I'm through! Now, you going to stand there all day spinning yarns, or are you going to pour me another?”

	The conversation continued, but Teyn had heard enough. He'd heard too much. Eyes shut and fists tightened, he let the voices recede into the general din and struggled with what they'd taught him. The slaves he'd freed had been caught, and those who had shared his suffering under Marret had been caught again as well. Nothing he'd done had mattered. Blood had been spilled, lives had been taken, and for nothing. It wouldn't be enough to simply release the slaves.

	If he wanted to free them, to truly free them, he would have to find another way.

	He'd also learned that a man would rather deny his own eyes than admit that he might have been beaten—or, worse, he might have been shown mercy by a malthrope. It was a valuable lesson, but it couldn't take the sting from the other things he'd learned.

	When he was certain there was no one to see, he leapt down from the roof and made his way into the moonlit dunes to find a meal and collect his thoughts.

	#

	Weeks more passed, and he traced a crooked path along the roads and fields of Tressor. If his mind had not been turned so dutifully to his task, he might have marveled at the sheer variety of the human race. They had found a way to live in any setting. Deep in the desert there were tribes of nomads, their homes little more than coarse cloth lashed to light wooden poles. There were homes of clay, of stone, of wood—anything that could be found and coaxed into the right shape. Where there was good soil, there were farmers. Where there was precious stone or ore, there were mines.

	Eventually, he found his way to the west coast, where he stared toward the sunset across the waves of a sea that seemed to have no end and watched fishing boats harvest the waters. It was almost difficult to believe that so many different paths could be taken by the same race of creatures. Dark-skinned, light-skinned, every shape, every size. And among them mixed the other races, the races most like them. Malthropes with their beastly features were shunned, but for those creatures who were merely taller or shorter, with pointed ears or scraggly beards, a place was made for them.

	He breathed in a whiff of the salty air, smelling the hundreds of humans, elves and . . . dwarves. He sniffed again, now certain. There was a familiar scent, one he'd known all of his life. For once, curiosity got the better of him and he set off in the direction the scent led him.

	The port town was different than most that he'd encountered in his travels. Most Tresson villages were small, or else they began and ended slowly with houses spreading thinner and thinner as one moved away from their centers. This was a sprawling, bustling place. The streets were paved with cut stone and the houses were pressed close to one another. Though he could not read the sign he passed upon entering, the people seemed to call it Sarrin. It was a crowded, active place even late into the night, and some of the buildings were three or four stories tall, making traveling by roof both a trickier and less reliable proposition. Still, he did his best, slipping into alleys and over fences when he had to, and across roofs when he could, always moving closer to the source of the familiar scent.

	Eventually, the trail led him to the shore. Stretching far into the water was a narrow pier, and sitting at the very end of it was a single-room shack.

	Teyn scanned his surroundings from the shadowy mouth of the last alley before the shore. A handful of people were still lingering on the docks. There were not many, but more than enough to spot him if he made a wrong move. The pier was wide enough for perhaps two people to walk side by side, and years of sea air had warped and curled the planks. Any one of them would likely sing like a nightingale if he stepped on it. Even if he managed to move silently, he would still be a lone form, obvious and clear. It was the only way to the shack, though, and he refused to come so close without finding out if what he smelled was real. His mind offered up only one possibility, and he reluctantly prepared to put it into action. He tied his hide cloak tight around his neck, pulling the hood as far forward as he could manage. Hunching down, he shouldered his pack and lowered his head. All that remained was to wait. When the moon was hidden behind a cloud, he knew it was time. He took a deep breath and walked out from the alley.

	Instantly, he felt the burning sensation of discovery and exposure, as though a thousand eyes were turned to him. The night was dark, but not so dark that a keen eye wouldn't pick out the end of a foxy snout peeking out from the hood. He had to stride steadily and confidently, as though he belonged on that pier, and pray that those who noticed him wouldn't give a second look. The dozen or so paces across the road that ran along the shore were the longest he'd taken in his life. He'd done his best to pick his moment—but, as luck would have it, a tipsy couple had chosen the same moment to stumble out of pub a short distance away. He turned his head away from them, keeping his pace steady and doing his best to appear as though he had someplace very important to be.

	“Ho there!” came the slurred call of the man, his woman giggling and hanging from his neck as though she would fall if she let go.

	Teyn froze, fear cutting through him. There was no doubt that the words were directed at him. Swallowing hard, he grunted a vague response without looking.

	“My darling Greta has a taste for something sweet. You wouldn't know a place with something that would suit her craving at this late hour, would you?” he asked, amid more giggles.

	The malthrope sampled the air again. Amid the potent mix of seaside aromas was the scent of burnt sugar, the sort of smell that he would catch drifting from the windows of Jarrad's house on the evenings of holidays and feasts. A glance aside revealed the lantern-lit doorway of a tavern a short distance away. Still without turning, he raised his hand and pointed, silently thanking his foresight in acquiring gloves.

	“There.”

	“Ah! Many thanks to you, good sir, and good night on this . . . good . . . night,” came the reply in the best imitation of gentlemanly eloquence the inebriated young man could manage.

	The pair wavered away. Teyn breathed a sigh of relief and stepped out onto the pier. Sure enough, it was as shaky as he'd feared, swaying slightly with the motion of the water. Each step had to be taken with care to avoid a chirping squeak that would draw the attention of anyone near. After too long, his laborious and meticulous journey reached the door of the shack. The scent was strong and clear, and a dim light was flickering through the cracks of the weathered and rotten shack. Teyn stood at the door, not certain what he'd hoped to accomplish by coming this far. There had only been two people he'd ever known who would have welcomed him. One was dead, and the other had left him. This could only end poorly . . . but it had to be done.

	He rapped on the door. From inside, there was a stirring. Thumps and rattles rang out for a few moments, and finally the door opened. Before him stood the dwarf named Gurruk. One of the stout fellow's hands held the door's handle, more to steady the dwarf than to steady the door. The other hand was wrapped around a clay jug, a match for three more that lay discarded on the floor of the shack. He gazed up, red-rimmed eyes measuring up the figure before him and lingering for a moment on the fox face that stared uncertainly down at him. The expression on his face, one of weary irritation, didn't so much as flicker. Finally, he took a long, sloppy swig from his bottle, wiped his mouth, and spoke.

	“Well, come in then,” he stated, as though the visit was an unwanted but not unexpected inconvenience.

	Teyn quietly stepped inside, closing the door behind him. The shack was almost bare and horribly cramped. There was scarcely room for the two of them to stand, and the only furniture was a net hammock strung from two of the walls and a plank shelf nailed beside one end of it. The floor had a few meals' worth of bones and what for another person might have been several weeks' worth of liquor bottles. For Gurruk, it was probably just a few days. The dwarf heaved himself up onto the hammock, using the sling as a seat.

	“Gurruk,” Teyn said.

	“Mally,” he replied. He took another swig. “I suppose you're here to kill me then.”

	“No . . . no, of course not.”

	He shrugged. “You killed everybody else. Never did know if it was out of mercy or carelessness that you spared the slaves. Should have known it wasn't carelessness. You always struck me as the thorough type. Why are you here, then?”

	“I found this town and I picked up your scent. I needed to see if you were really here.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I had heard that the other slaves had all been caught.”

	He nodded again. “Most were. Goldie and I stuck together. Menri, too, for a while.”

	“Are you on the run? A fugitive?”

	“No, I'm a dock worker. I'm not much of a runner if I can avoid it.”

	“But how? How have you managed to avoid getting caught? Surely one look at the brand on your arm . . .”

	“What brand is that?” he said, pulling up the ratty sleeve of his shirt to show the slightest of scars where once had been the brands of value and ownership.

	“But how?” Teyn asked.

	“A decent healer can get rid of a few scars. It isn't legal to take off a slave's brand, but it isn't hard to convince a reasonable businessman to forget that.”

	“How did you do that?”

	“Same way I got the bounty hunters to look the other way. Gold. It greases the wheels, greases the palms, and makes the sun rise and set. Why do you think my brethren spend so much time in the cold, dark ground looking for it?”

	Teyn's eyes opened wide. Of course. It was so simple. Gold. It was the one thing that every gathering of humans seemed to share. Whether they were fishing, cutting down trees, hunting, farming, mining, or anything else, gold was always part of it. It was the way slaves changed hands. If a slave could be bought to work, then surely the same price could buy his freedom.

	“How did you get your gold?”

	“I didn't. Goldie did. Turns out the skinny devil wasn't a complete liar when he said he was from an important family. I wouldn't call him a favored son, and I wouldn't say they were exactly noble, but when he needed money, he got it. He spends his days on the east coast now, running ships between Delti and . . . that town on South Crescent . . . Qualia. Smuggles people and goods. Like I said, not a noble family. Menri's further north. Heh. I heard he got himself started with a farm of his own near Bellarah.”

	Teyn considered the words for a time while Gurruk drained the bottle. When he was convinced he'd gotten the last drop from it, he dropped it to the ground with the rest, causing a clink and rattle that jangled the nerves of the malthrope. He'd been taking care to be silent for so long, the thought that someone could be so careless and not worry about it was jarring.

	“It is lucky you chose tonight to pay a visit. You might not believe it, but I don't do a lot of drinking these days. Spend a lot of time on the ships. Fell in the water a few times. Strong drink doesn't do much for the sea legs. Today's the day I get paid and get my days off, so today's the day I do my drinking. If I wasn't in such high spirits, you probably wouldn't have got past the door. I can't say I was keen to see your face again. I'd rather not see anybody's face from those days, but yours least of all. I see it enough in my nightmares.” He shuddered and fished around to see if any of the discarded bottles had anything left in them. “The things you did . . .”

	“I know.”

	“But still . . . the things they did. When Goldie and me got out, when we were hiding and waiting for the money so we could clean ourselves up . . . we talked about it. All of it. And for maybe the first time, we agreed about something. He said he saw it start. He saw them kill the old blind man and set you off. And he said that if those boys had their way, if they'd been given the chance, they'd have done as much to all of us. It wasn't like under Jarrad. Bartner—he'd have killed us and he'd have smiled doing it. You saved our lives that day. Even the ones who got caught again. There isn't a farm or mine or quarry in all of Tressor that wouldn't be an improvement over that place. Even the war with the Nameless Empire would be better. At least on the front, death's coming from a man who believes he's killing for a good reason.

	“You did a dark thing, Mally, but you did a dark thing that needed doing. And I owe you a debt for that. I know Goldie would say the same. Menri, too.” He wavered slightly and emitted a worrying sound from deep in his gut. “But I'm in no condition to pay any debts tonight. And I won't be tomorrow either. You get what you came for?”

	Teyn nodded slowly.

	“Good. I see you once more, you ask for something, you get it. After that?” He paused, as if in thought. “Just don't let me see you after that, understand?”

	Again the malthrope nodded.

	“Good. I'm done for the night. Close the door behind you.”

	With that, the scraggly little fellow more or less collapsed back into the hammock. Before Teyn had made it out the door, a snore loud enough to rattle the planks of the pier was rumbling out.

	#

	Knowing how he could achieve his goal did little to bring it any closer to completion. Teyn had never in his life had the need or desire for gold or silver. He had no idea how to gather it, and likewise hadn't a clue how much he would need. Worse, as Sorrel had so frequently observed, there was no legitimate way for him to earn a living in human society, and despite his recent travels he had yet to find any settlements of his own kind. Knowing how to craft the odd bit of clothing or perform simple repairs may have been more than enough for a human to earn a living, but no customer would buy from a monster, and no employer would hire one.

	If he could not earn money the proper way, then his only recourse seemed to be to employ Sorrel's method. Alas, while he was quite adept at getting from here to there without being seen, locked doors were another matter. Worse, he simply didn't have her knack for finding valuables. Food was easy—he could just use his nose—but jewelry and coins could be hidden anywhere.

	A few nights of observation taught him where the townsfolk tended to stow the things they didn't want stolen, but a week of attempting to pluck them from the pockets of passersby or pry open strongboxes led to near-discovery twice a night, at least once resulting in a long chase by an angry merchant with a very fast horse. In the end, the fruits of his labors were a copper necklace he wouldn't be able to sell and a handful of coins. In time he might develop some sort of aptitude for thievery, but without a mentor, he was left at the whims of trial and error, and the mistakes were costly. Until he could find a better way, all he could do was keep at it and hope that he learned quickly.

	It didn't take long for him to learn that larger cities were better targets than smaller ones—but, just as in the forest, more prey meant more predators. He was hardly the only would-be thief prowling the dark corners, and most of the others were far more skilled. That was fine. If he needed to learn, let him learn from them. His ears were sharp, his eyes were keen, and he was patient. The rest would come in time.

	Some lessons were of no use to him. Many hours were spent crouched on a roof, listening to sly men and women approach strangers and lull them into a state of trust or pity. Sometimes they would be friendly, helpful to those visiting from other towns. Other times they would be pathetic, fallen upon hard times. When two or more worked together, complex vignettes unfolded. Perhaps one thief would play the role of a fellow out-of-towner, behaving in a way the scoundrels hoped the victim would imitate. Other times, one thief would make a blatant and intimidating attempt to rob someone, allowing his partner to come to the rescue. Vast, well-orchestrated schemes played out, always to gain the trust or earn the gratitude of their chosen prey, only to abuse it and disappear into the night. These games were stunningly effective, and genuinely fascinating. Seeing how quickly the thieves determined just the sort of person that their target would trust, and just how simple it was to prey upon that trust, was humbling. He even began to understand the signs and habits that the thieves watched for, and how to identify them himself. Without a face someone could trust though, none of those tactics would do him any good.

	More useful were the little tricks and skills employed by the criminals who worked alone. By watching them, he learned how they spotted a likely target. He observed clever acts of misdirection: a tossed pebble drawing the attention of a target to open them for a grab, or choosing a less-likely hiding spot to strike when the target investigated the more likely one. When the target was a house or shop, he saw robbers slip hooks and string over the top of a window or door to snag and lift a brace. He saw locked gates lifted from hinges, loose bars twisted free of their mountings, and unguarded upper windows used to bypass well-blocked lower ones.

	After a bit of observation in any given town, he knew who the thieves were, where they hid, and how they worked. Still, he couldn't seem to master their own methods for himself. Here and there, he had successes, but too many failures and it was no longer safe for him to stay in the town, forcing the process to begin anew elsewhere. Lingering in the back of his mind was the concern of just how he would put the money to use when he'd earned it, but he knew if he didn't focus on the first step, he would never reach the next. So he soldiered on.

	Finally, he struck upon a solution. He could only do half of what the other thieves did, and he could only do it half as well as they, but he could shadow them flawlessly. Inevitably, they would make their way to an out-of-the-way den or wilderness cubbyhole to stow their earnings. Most of them were painstakingly hidden, but almost without fail they were a target far enough from prying eyes for Teyn to attempt to pilfer them. There was something about stealing from thieves that was soothing to his battered conscience, and thus it quickly became his favored method.

	 


Chapter 18

	One particularly chilly night, Teyn was perched in the trees a night's journey away from a rather notable town. He'd never bothered to learn the name of the place because it was far too grand and too crowded for him to consider remaining there, but the sheer spectacle was impressive, even to his untrained eye. It was sprawling, every bit as densely built as the coastal city of Sarrin, but far from the coast and much larger. The bulk of the city was hidden behind a wall. It was not the meager wooden fence that might surround a farm, or the rough stone wall that might surround a wealthy lord's land. This wall was a work of art, many stories tall, its surface smoothed with some sort of tan plaster or mortar such that it appeared to be carved from one massive stone. There was even the faded blue evidence of fine patterns painted along its top edge, where curved and sculpted battlements now and again revealed archers patrolling its catwalk.

	Three large gates stood nearly twice the height of the rest of the wall, heavy wood and metal gates hoisted high within their towering arches. At the center of the city within was a single building easily the match in size for some of the villages he'd visited. It was a castle, two small towers standing on either side of one massive one, each square in shape and reaching high into the air. The tops of the tower walls tapered together in a smooth curve, meeting in a pointed spire that bore a waving flag.

	Teyn was watching a trio of thieves divide up their night's haul, after having followed them as they worked their way away from the cities walls. It was instantly clear upon first spotting them that these three were trouble. Some of the pickpockets and scofflaws he'd watched were careful not to alert their victims, let alone hurt them. Not so for the ones chuckling and counting out shares below him. Two of them were men, the sort of burly masses of hair and muscle that tended to be found hauling heavy loads from one end of a town to another for a living.

	The other one was a woman dressed in clothes revealing enough to provide all of the distraction the group ever needed. Night after night, the woman would lure an unsuspecting man out into the wilderness, where her two accomplices would beat him to within an inch of his life and take all that he had, threatening to finish the job if he ever told how he got his injuries. It was a detestable thing to watch, and Teyn knew that these were tactics he would never put to use. The looks in their eyes as they descended upon the hapless victim, the unmasked glee and shameless reveling, brought back visions of Bartner and his ilk. It boiled his blood. The sooner he could take their ill-gotten gains and be done with them, the better.

	After striking four victims along the roadside, the group gathered at a thicket of trees and shrubs far enough from the road to keep their fire from being spotted. Their cackling and bragging to one another about the night's haul was boisterous enough that they didn't notice the crunch of dry grass just beyond the fire's light, nor did their eyes turn to the five forms approaching on horseback. Teyn skillfully retreated to a higher branch, unsure of what would come next and unwilling to be caught in the crossfire, should there be any. The figures drew closer, spreading until they surrounded the still oblivious brigands. One horseman stopped at the trunk of the tree below him. His equipment was much like that of Dihsaad: light armor and a full complement of nets, ropes, and snares. He slowly readied a rope net, weighted at the edges and large enough to capture all three of the outlaws if well thrown.

	Perhaps sensing that something was wrong, the banter among the thieves tapered off. One by one, they turned their eyes away from the fire, scanning the darkness. Before time enough had passed for their eyes to adjust, chaos erupted. A net was heaved, instantly entangling the woman and the larger of the men. The remaining thief bolted, but two horsemen cut off his path, each twirling a rope with a weighted end. He tried to turn and run in the opposite direction, but one of the horsemen released the rope in a long low arc, entangling his leg and sending him to the ground. Two horsemen dismounted, and restrained the first two criminals; two more restrained the third. In the space of a minute, the unlawful trio had been gone from smiling and preening about how clever their scheme was to spitting profanities and threats while they were dragged behind their captors.

	Fascinated, Teyn dropped down from the tree when it was safe to do so, gathered what coins and valuables had been spilled during the scuffle, and followed. The men looked and acted like slave-trackers, but these three had certainly not been slaves. The five horsemen made their way toward the town, one stopping to scoop the woman from the ground and throw her across the back of his horse, while the men were dragged a good deal longer when it was clear the fight had not gone out of them yet.

	When they reached the outskirts of the city, they followed a curving road around its walls until they reached one of the well-fortified gates. They passed through and approached a small courtyard with a lower wall made of the same stone, as though it was just a looping outcrop of the main wall. In his first sweep of the town, Teyn had spent little time there. The streets around it had no thieves of any sort, and the men within the walls were well-armed and vigilant. It had simply been wisest to stay away.

	“Well, if it isn't my favorite rat catchers,” piped a portly and particularly sunbaked fellow. He had a carefully cropped beard that tapered along its length, making the second of his two chins seem even larger. A round hat of stiff red cloth was held on his head by a thin tan strip that wrapped tight around its base. He wore mail made with large, thick rings, and layered on top of it was a red tunic with a tan swath that began at his shoulders and narrowed a bit as it drew tight over his belly. At his belt was a simple wooden cudgel on one side and sword with a curved blade on the other. It was one of the uniforms that always seemed to be worn by the best-armed of the townspeople, and Teyn had supposed that it belonged to the “watch” that pickpockets and the like always seemed worried about. “What have we got today?”

	“The roadside bandits,” answered the lead horseman. “Alive and mostly unharmed.”

	This final claim prompted a fresh smattering of harsh language from the captives, but seeing the watchman put his hand to the grip of the cudgel was enough to silence them. The watchman then paced to a sign board beside the gate of the short wall and looked over one of the postings, a coarse bit of paper scrawled with the complex and flowing script of Tressor. He glanced from the page to the captives a few times, then nodded.

	“Near enough to the description to satisfy me,” the watchman said. He gave a sharp whistle and spoke, raising his voice enough to be heard through the walls of the watch house. “Three to go in, and . . .” He checked the posting again. “One hundred and fifty entus.”

	A trio of younger, thinner watchmen in less impressive uniforms scurried out and dragged the captured thieves inside. A moment later a jingling sack was brought out and presented. At the sight of it, Teyn's eyes widened. Even if it was filled with copper, it represented nearly as much as he'd been able to gather since he'd begun collecting money—but it was silver. The pieces fell together in his mind. Bounty hunters hunted anyone who was free but should not be—not just slaves, but criminals as well, and they were rewarded handsomely to do it. This! This was how he would earn his gold. He already knew the face and scent of every criminal in each of a dozen towns, and if there was one thing he could do better than any human, it was track down a target.

	“A bit late for you, isn't it?” asked one of the horsemen.

	“Our night man is sick,” the watchman explained with a scowl.

	“Anything new you can tell us about other folks you're after?”

	“You know the way it goes, boys. New bounties get announced at sunrise. No one gets advance knowledge. The patriarch thanks you for your service,” the watchman replied wearily. “Now off with you!”

	Teyn heeded the request along with the horseman. Sunrise would come before long, and there were preparations to make . . .

	When sunrise came, Teyn managed to find an unseen place among the buildings beside the watch house and trained his ears and eyes on the door. Before long, a small crowd began to form. All told, there were less than a dozen of them, including the five from the previous night. Each new member of the gathering nodded in recognition of the others, clearly familiar with one another from countless mornings such as this. All but two of them were men, and every last one of them exuded the same aura of intimidation. Though not fully armed or armored, each had at least one weapon conspicuously at his or her belt. They eyed each other and their surroundings with measured looks, checking for danger or disrespect, and traded stories of their recent exploits.

	These were not heroes. There was no sense of honor or duty to them. They were predators, like Teyn, hunters who had chosen a very special sort of prey.

	After a few more minutes of waiting, the portly watchman who had dealt with the bounty the night before stepped out into the courtyard of the watch house and rattled a heavy and weathered copper bell that hung from a stand by the door.

	“Step forward, step forward!” he bellowed with a sing-song cadence. “By decree of the noble patriarch of the city of Gallishasa, the following men and women have violated the laws of this land and are to be brought to this watch house alive to receive their punishment.”

	The whole of the speech was delivered with the sort of mechanical, flavorless tone of a man who had uttered the words so many times that they had lost their meaning.

	“For the crime of theft, Bultim of Denith. Brown eyes, black hair, dark skin, average height and build. He has got a scar over his left eye. Last seen near Denith. Bounty of twenty-five entus. Next, for the crime of murder . . .”

	And so the list went on, one by one listing off the scoundrels who littered the streets and describing what little was known about them. Crimes like murder fetched high prices, and crimes like treason higher still. After the list of those to be brought in alive was a list of those who could be brought in alive or dead, and, finally, those to be killed in sight.

	“. . . and, of course, blue-suits and mallies.”

	The final words—“blue-suits and mallies”—were delivered in the obligatory manner of a thing that should go without saying. They'd almost been blurred into a single word. Teyn had to dig deep into unpleasant memories of his youth to recall precisely what was meant by blue-suits. Finally, it dawned on him. That's what Marret had called soldiers of the Nameless Empire.

	In a way, it was almost comforting to know that there was another sort of person—a human—out there who shared the same level of open disdain that malthropes did.

	Once the group had broken up, Teyn made his way unseen out of the city walls. The descriptions the man had given were not very helpful. They could have applied to half of the humans he'd seen that morning, but a few of the details were familiar. Combined with the accused crimes and the last location, he was reasonably certain he knew where at least three of the bounties could be found. All he had to do was get close enough to catch a familiar scent and there would be no escaping him. Finding them would be simple. As for the rest? He would soon find out.

	A short sprint took him to a cluster of tall weeds beside a dried-up stream. Among them was a leather bundle he'd been storing there. Traveling among the humans was dangerous enough without being weighed down by extra equipment, so he always found a place to stash his things before venturing someplace risky. Inside the bundle was the meager but growing collection of coins and trinkets he'd accumulated, the tools he kept, the rest of his clothes, and the pair of objects he'd managed to prepare in the hours before sunrise. The first was a simple cloth sack with a string to cinch tight around the opening.

	The other was the visor of an old helmet he had found. It was the sort he'd seen worn by soldiers heading north to battle, an odd cone of metal that stuck out like a beak from a faceplate with slits to allow him to see and breathe. A bit of hammering had reshaped it such that he could just wedge his muzzle into it. The result was uncomfortable and locked his mouth shut such that any speech would be through clenched teeth, but combined with the deep hood of his cloak it might just be enough to convince a human that he was one of them for a single glance. That would be enough. He had no intentions of lingering long enough for a second look.

	A length of rope and a knife completed the equipment for the hunt. The rest was returned to its hiding place, and he was off.

	The trip to the town that hid his prey was a long one. At his best, he could match the speed a man on horseback preferred to travel, but it was enormously taxing, and life in and around the cities had not been doing him good. There was never much in the way of hunting, and the farms and such he preferred to prey upon were all too far away. He'd been living on the meager scraps he could steal from the shops or scrounge from the trash, and it showed. Like so many other times in his life, though, he closed his mind to the hunger and pain, forcing it aside and focusing on the task. If he could not move faster, he would simply stay at it longer.

	All through the night he traveled, and long into the day. He slept sparingly, and only when travel carried too high a risk of being seen.

	In time, he found himself in the “town” of Rell. It was a simple little cluster of buildings—a tavern, a place of worship, and a market. In the capital, it would have been little more than a forgotten street corner, but here in the country, it provided the bare minimum that the locals needed. A similar crossroads could be found at the center of dozens of such communities across the landscape, each proudly bearing a sign post informing passersby of where they were and where the next such place could be found.

	Long before reaching the town center, Teyn had picked up the scent of his quarry. Perhaps the man was not aware that he had been marked for capture, or perhaps he didn't care, because he had taken no precautions to hide himself. He was sitting out in the open, reclined in one of the wood and canvas chairs set up outside the tavern, not seeming to have a care in the world. Teyn found a safe place to lie low among the roadside weeds and kept an eye on him. The sun was still high in the sky, and the man was too exposed for Teyn to strike, so the malthrope was left with time to consider how it was possible that this man could be behaving as he was. The price on his head had been measured in gold, whereas the other bounties were all in silver entus. As far as Teyn could tell, none of the other hunters had come for this man, despite the fact that for a mounted bounty hunter he wasn't more than a few days from the capital, Gallishasa.

	The concern fluttered across his mind that he may have tracked the wrong man. One by one, he pulled to mind the descriptions. A gold ring with an opal. A tattoo of thorn vine wrapped around his right wrist. The little finger of his left hand missing the last knuckle. This was certainly the man, someone who the watchman had called “Duule of Sarrin.” Finally, Teyn shook the concerns away. It had become clear that trying to figure out the workings of the human mind was far beyond him.

	The hours crept on. Now and again, a man or woman would ride down the road, speak to Duule briefly, drop some coins into his hand, and leave with instructions given in terms too vague to be anything but code. There was certainly something strange about him. For one thing, he seemed a bit old to be capable of the magnitude of crimes necessary to earn so high a price. Black hair was giving way to gray at the side and baldness on top. His skin had the leathery texture of a man who had spent his life in the sun, but his posture and attitude suggested it had been years since he'd worked an honest day's labor. He simply dozed in the sun, waking to deliver orders and accept payments, until evening came. Then he made his way to the stable adjoining the tavern and mounted a rather expensive-looking horse. Teyn followed.

	Duule took a leisurely ride down one of the dusty roads that ran beside the fields of a sprawling farm. In this part of Tressor, there was seldom a frost, even this deep into winter, and thus crops of all sorts could be grown year-round. This particular field was overgrown with wheat that should have been harvested ages ago. It now stood tall and dry, bending stiffly with the breeze. After a few minutes of riding, he went over a gentle rolling hill, such that the city center was no longer visible. He then took a subtle glance around, and when he was satisfied that he'd not been followed, he guided his horse into the fields, rustling the wheat as he went. It was a remarkable method to avoid being followed, Teyn had to admit. Anyone trying to sneak after him would make a great deal of noise trying to move among the dry grain, and a quick search for swaying stalks would betray precisely where the unwelcome guests were hiding.

	Of course, Teyn had learned to follow deer and rabbits, and the most cautious human was nothing compared to a nervous woodland creature. He slipped among the stalks, moving when the wind blew, disguising his motion as little more than the results of an errant gust. As he made his way deeper, the scents of at least three men and horses concealed among the tall stalks gave him still more reason to move with care.

	His bounty emerged, after a meandering trip through the grain, into a patch of field that had been kept clear. Not long afterward, the rustle of wheat announced the arrival of six men and two women, each bearing heavy bags. Teyn sniffed the air and realized he knew half of them from his time spent observing nearby towns. In fact, as they stepped into the fading light of the sun, no fewer than three of them matched descriptions that the watchman had given. He took note, reminding himself to return and follow their trails once his current target had been delivered to the watch.

	“Nice and prompt today. Good. Good,” remarked Duule, with the tone of a noble addressing his subjects. “And the earnings seem to be improving. No trouble with the law, then?”

	“Never for very long,” replied one of the lesser thieves, a greasy young man with a smile that made Teyn's skin crawl.

	“That's right,” proclaimed Duule. “And as long as you continue to pay me, there never will be trouble. My boys will make sure of that. Now, unless any of you have got something that needs to be said, give me my money and move along. It has been a long day, and I'm certainly not leaving while any of you are here to follow me.”

	With the grudging obedience of a group that would gladly put a knife in his back if they thought they could get away with it, each of the subordinate thieves dropped their bags of coins and disappeared into the wheat. Their superior watched them slink away and kept a watchful eye and a vigilant ear until he was sure they were truly gone. Satisfied, he hopped down from his horse and pulled open each of the bags, surveying the contents with a smug smile. His mind was fully on the heaps of copper and silver, gathering the smaller sacks and combining them into larger ones, keeping a running tally, and portioning out which coins would be spent on business and which on pleasure. It was a precious drop in his defenses. Teyn tensed. The three men he'd smelled among the stalks as he approached were still near, and he now realized that they could only be bodyguards; if he struck, they would be upon him in no time, but this was the best opportunity he would have to make his move.

	The distraction of his earnings was just enough for Duule to miss a shadow separate itself from the swaying wheat and creep behind him.

	One moment his eyes were feasting themselves on the gleaming piles of tribute and his mouth was wide with a self-satisfied grin. The next, a knotted piece of cloth was shoved into his mouth and the world went black. In two lightning motions, Teyn had gagged him and thrown a sack over his head, drawing it tight around his neck. With a muffled cry, Duule lurched forward, clawing at the hood, but the malthrope caught his wrists, wrenched them back, and bound them with a few deft twists of rope. A few more twists and his ankles were similarly tied, leaving the man completely restrained and grunting furiously through his gag.

	Teyn allowed himself a moment to savor the victory before turning his ears to the field around him, scouring the sounds with trained precision until he was certain that none of the others were heading back. There was nothing but the sound of the wind and eight sets of hoofbeats becoming progressively more distant. It had worked. It had worked perfectly. Not even the guards had heard. The only thing that seemed aware of him was Duule's horse, which had taken a few uneasy steps away when Teyn appeared. However, now that what he'd expected to be the hard part was through, there remained the task of getting him back. The man was half again his weight, and carrying his struggling form for several days and nights wasn't likely to end well.

	At the edge of the clearing, the man's horse had calmed a bit and was nibbling at one of the dry stalks. Teyn flicked an ear, eyes narrowed in thought. The horse would ease the journey, but he had never ridden one before, and staying hidden while riding one would be impossible.

	With no obvious solution, he set the problem aside for a moment and rummaged through the pile of fist-sized bags left by his bounty's underlings. His time on the plantation hadn't given him much of a formal education. He didn't know how to read or write, so the slips of parchment within each bag did him little good, but he'd learned a bit about counting and tallying, and the sacks of assorted coins were perhaps a match for the reward for this scoundrel's capture.

	The wind carried warnings, the sounds of fresh and purposeful rustling as well as the heavy scent of men and horses. Time was running out; the guards were moving closer. He abandoned the thought of gathering the coins, snagging only the bag that his prey had sorted most of the silver into before heaving the bound and gagged form from the ground and dumping it across the back of the horse. The painful realization flitted across his mind that far too many of the lessons he'd learned in recent years had been panicked guesswork to avoid being killed. Riding a horse would be the latest.

	Vaulting onto the beast's back was simple enough, foregoing the stirrups entirely. The flash of motion as he leapt and the sharp impact of his feet on the saddle, for better or worse, shocked the horse into motion. Teyn hopped down to a seat on the saddle and reached back to keep his prisoner from sliding free. Dry wheat whipped by them, snapping and crunching as the frightened horse charged on. The sound must have been enough to bring the men nearby to full alert, because calls rang out and steeds quickened to a run.

	Teyn turned and gathered up a few of the jingling straps that the horse's former owner had no doubt intended to use to secure the sacks of payment and used them instead to hastily lash the restrained man in place. By the time he was finished, the horse had begun to slow and the others were nearly upon him.

	Teyn thought quickly, trying to recall the proper way to coax a horse into a gallop. On the plantation, they had never needed to do so, and though he'd seen it done countless times, he'd never once thought to take note of how it. Memories of a hundred different times he'd seen riders set off flashed through his mind and he tried everything he could recall. He snapped the reins, jabbed with his heels, jostled in his seat, and called out a dozen muffled commands through his iron mask. The pounding hooves of his pursuers drew nearer; in desperation, he pulled the mask free to dangle at his neck and called out again.

	“Ha! Forward! On! Heeyaa! Move! Move!” he urged.

	Time was up. Growling in frustration, he leaned back and jabbed his claws into the horse's flank. The beast reared, whinnied, and burst into a gallop that threw Teyn from the saddle. He tumbled to the ground amid the tall wheat, and an instant later three riders nearly trampled him as they rushed after the now-riderless horse. Shaking away the daze of the fall, he sprinted after them. The wheat was tall enough to hide horse and rider alike, and thus was well over Teyn's head, but that suited him fine. Bounding periodically into the air to get his bearings, he dashed unseen toward the riders. He saw them in fleeting glances among the swaying stalks, three hulking men on stout horses and weighed down with weapons. They were clearly muscle, hired to chase away and intimidate. Neither task called for speed, so they were woefully ill-equipped for the task at hand. Even on foot, Teyn was able to close the gap between them, and before long he was running along in the wheat beside the rear-most rider. Baring his teeth and pulling back his hood to make the most of his beastly features, he released vicious growl and lunged toward the horse. Instinctive terror took over and the beast tried to reverse direction, sending the unprepared rider to the ground in much the same way that Teyn had been thrown. Without missing a stride, Teyn launched himself toward the next horse.

	By the time the runaway horse had emerged from the field and was galloping madly along the road, all three of the thugs were chasing uselessly after their own steeds. Teyn slipped the mask back in place as he ran, and managed to catch up to the escaped horse a short distance down the road. The panicked run had all but dislodged his prisoner, who was now dangling upside down, a single strap securing his legs to the equipment harness. The malthrope managed to snag the reins and coax the horse to a halt so that he could properly secure his prize. He worked quickly, hands darting over the straps and shoving at the struggling form. The gagged mumbles were becoming more distinct. The ride must have dislodged the knotted cloth enough for him to force it bit by bit from his mouth.

	“Ugh. Augh!” he struggled to say, finally spitting the gag free. Instantly he began spraying profanities and threats, now muffled only by the thin cloth of the sack over his head. “You are dead! You understand me? Dead! Do you have any idea who I am? How powerful I am? Either you let me go right now, or I promise you, you'll never be able to see the light of day again! I'll have all of my men after you! You'll be hunted everywhere you go! I'll send men after your friends, your family, everyone you hold dear! If you had any idea who you were dealing with, you would thank your lucky stars I'm even giving you a chance!”

	“And if you knew who you were dealing with, you would choose your threats more wisely.”

	He pulled a final bit of rope from his equipment, pulled it tight over the sack-covered mouth to quiet his bounty once more, and finally mounted the horse to guide it forward into the fading light of the setting sun.

	#

	A few days later, Teyn rode his stolen horse into the capital once more. The journey hadn't improved his horsemanship much, but he knew enough to keep the horse calm and to keep it moving. That was enough. Along the way he'd shown his prisoner a measure more kindness than he himself had been granted during his trip to the slave camp so many years ago. Food and water were given once a day, provided he was able to find a place far enough from prying eyes and curious ears. The vicious words that poured out whenever he loosened the gag made him more certain each time he heard them that every ounce of compassion he showed was more than the scoundrel deserved. The man spoke of men he'd had killed for so much less, of deeds that had been done in his name that were nearly the match for his own dark day on the plantation. With each savage story, his voice resonated with a sort of terrible pride. Teyn was relieved that he kept the sack covering the man's eyes. A window into that soul was something he wouldn't dare gaze into.

	As the journey had rolled on he felt a spark of pride, long buried, begin to flare. What he was doing was right. Men like this did not deserve their freedom, and bringing them to justice would earn money enough to free a handful of those who were more deserving of the gift of liberty. For the first time in too long, he finally felt that he was moving in the right direction, and with every moment, he was more certain that this was why he woke every morning. This was his purpose.

	The hour was midnight, or very nearly, when the streets outside the watch house finally began to empty. He watched the coming and going of people, and when he deemed it to be the safest moment, Teyn steeled himself and guided the horse into the small courtyard of the watch house. Three hard knocks on the door prompted footsteps. There was the sliding of heavy braces, the irritable grumbling of a groggy watchman, and finally the door creaked open. A bleary-eyed underling stared out into the darkness of the courtyard, flickering lantern in hand. Teyn stepped away from the glow, shoving the bound and gagged criminal forward to lie at the young man's feet.

	“Who is it?” the watchman asked, stifling a yawn.

	“Duule.”

	The sound of the word hit the man like a splash of cold water. In a frenzy, he snatched away the gag and hood. The long journey had taken most of the fire from the criminal, but he still mustered the strength to mutter a few choice words.

	“Commander! Commander!” The watchman grabbed the bound man by the collar and dragged him inside, while a considerably more irritable voice complained of being awakened. The two officials then engaged in a hushed conversation they likely thought Teyn could not hear.

	“You are certain it is him?”

	“It is! Look at the tattoo, and the bad finger!”

	“We've . . . we've got to get him locked up. Get some men in here. Wake them up. I want him in and out by morning.” It was the commander who said this. His voice had the unmistakable tone of someone who had taken his current shift and position specifically so that he would not have to deal with things as serious as the current task. “And get the bounty. I don't know who brought him in, but he's going to need that money so that he can disappear before someone makes him disappear. Gads . . . let me get a look at him.”

	The commander came thundering up to the doorway, grabbing a lantern and quickly shutting the door behind him to keep the new prisoner from being seen by passersby. Teyn stepped back again, trying to stay clear of the light and turning his head to keep his eyes in shadow. He didn't know how much of his eyes could be seen through the mask, but it wouldn't take much to convince a human he was not one of them.

	“You, sir, bought yourself a bucket of trouble,” said the commander.

	He was older than both the official who had answered the door and the portly day commander, though he wore a uniform matching that of his daytime counterpart. His face was not quite so immaculately kept, with a scruffy beard on his chin and a tangle of gray hair escaping his hat. He raised the lantern high, holding it forward, but Teyn turned entirely away.

	“Please, no light,” he muttered, his teeth clenched and his voice muffled by the ill-fitting mask.

	“Mmm, yes. I suppose I'd be shy about showing my face after bringing in that man.” He lowered the lantern and snuffed out the flame, reducing the courtyard to near blackness. “You'll have a hard time from now, boy.”

	“Why?”

	“Why? Why? You . . . you don't really know who that man is, do you? Gads, boy. How can I put it to words? Thieves and thugs, they don't have a lord, but if they did, it would be the man you just captured. Half of the hired blades in Tressor work for him, and half of the thieves we haven't been able to catch pay him for protection. He has an army, it is as simple as that. No one would nab him, even if he was out in the open, because they knew there would be a crowd of murderers tripping over each other to earn a little extra for slitting the throat of the poor fool who took him. Why do you think the price was so high?”

	“It doesn't matter.”

	“So you say, but you just wait. It is all we are going to be able to do to hold onto him until we can get him into a proper prison. Sad to say, he's probably got some watchmen working for him, too.”

	Behind him, the door opened and the younger of the men of the night shift handed out the small pouch of gold, hands shaking and eyes locked on the prisoner within. “Ten gold rhysus.”

	“If you are wise, boy,” said the commander as he passed the pouch to Teyn, “you will take this gold and disappear. Find someplace dark to hide and hope he doesn't have any men hiding there with you.”

	Teyn took the pouch and turned silently away, leading the horse as he went. It was remarkable how deeply the humans feared a life that had long ago become normal for him. He'd given up imagining what it would be like to walk through a city without having to worry about the threat of discovery. Perhaps there was a time and place where such a dream was a reality, but it was not here and it was not now. Better to focus on what could be done than to dwell upon such things.

	Though the horse would be helpful, keeping it and remaining hidden among the people of Gallishasa could not be done, and he had no means to sell it. Briefly he considered butchering it, but doing it properly would take more time and space than he had to spare. Besides, he felt a sort of gratitude to the beast for carrying him to his first real victory. Thus, he set it free. If the time came that he needed another horse, they were simple enough to find.

	He made his way back to the well-hidden bundle of belongings. The leather roll was still there among the tall grass, untouched in his absence. He pulled it open and poured out the coins, piling them with the others and sorting them into stacks.

	All told, his fortune now numbered two hundred and six copper coins, what the people called porus, forty-eight silver entus, and now ten gold coins, evidently called rhysus. It was enough for a slave—it had to be. He didn't know how many copper coins there were to a silver, or how many silver to a gold, but surely he had enough now to buy the freedom of at least one man or woman. All that remained was the final obstacle. A towering wall between himself and his goal. He needed to make the purchase. He needed to come face to face with the sort of men who had bought and sold him, and he would need to convince them to take his money.

	This wasn't going to be like the bounty, hastily exchanged in the dead of night. There would be haggling, bargaining, and all of the little games people play when money is involved. It wasn't something a mask could help him through. He needed help now. He needed a favor.

	#

	Though much of the justice of the region was meted out in the capital, the people of Tressor had better places to send those who were to be locked away. The ruling classes had no interest in sharing their city with the filth of society. Those found guilty were thrown in sturdy carriages and carted to places tucked far from the proper, law-abiding people of the kingdom. Duule, as one of the most notorious members of the underworld, did not receive so much as a mock trial. He was quickly ordered to a place called Makaat Prison, a sunbaked labyrinth of stone and steel tucked as near to the center of the Makaat desert as possible. A trusted and faithful messenger, a member of the day watch, was put in charge of his transportation, and Duule was sent rattling along the roads to where he would spend the rest of his days.

	The journey was less than a day old when, for no clear reason, the messenger guided his horses off of the main road and to a little-used path through the rolling hills and scattered groves of the countryside.

	“This isn't the usual way,” remarked one of the three guards assigned to the carriage.

	“This way's faster,” the messenger assured. There was a nervousness to his voice that the guard attributed to an understandable fear of the wrath of the man behind the bars of their carriage.

	The carriage was a simple cage with wheels, similar in most ways to the slave transport carriages, though higher quality. It was open to the air, displaying the condemned criminal to all who passed. The shame was considered part of the punishment, and also served as a warning to any would-be criminals of the consequences of their crimes. Duule had been strangely silent since he was loaded inside. The torrent of profanities and threats that had been hurled at anyone in a watch uniform had tapered off shortly after their journey began, and now he was simply sitting in the center of his cage, arms crossed and eyes fixed on the guards seated at the head of the vehicle.

	After following the road until it had taken them well away from the nearest towns—and any witnesses—a half-dozen men on horseback came into view ahead. One was leading a horse with no rider. Instinct honed by years of transporting criminals began to nag the guards.

	“Don't slow down when you get to those men. I don't like the looks of them,” advised the senior guard. The messenger, now visibly anxious, did not respond, simply guiding the carriage forward with his eyes turned to the road.

	One by one, the horsemen ahead began to separate. Now they were near enough for the guards to see that they were far more heavily-armed than any mere traveler should be.

	“It's an ambush. Move! Faster!” the guard demanded.

	Instead, the messenger halted the horses. The bandits pulled the guards from the carriage and put their weapons to work. Before any could comprehend what had occurred, their lives had been brutally taken. The messenger watched miserably, untouched and unthreatened. Once all of the guards were dead, he climbed down from his seat and opened the cage. Duule stepped down.

	“You weren't supposed to kill them,” the messenger said, fear and awe in his voice.

	Duule delivered a vicious backhand, knocking the messenger to the ground. “And you weren't supposed to allow me to be locked away. What am I paying you for!?”

	Even in the grand capital city Gallishasa, the salary of a watchman was a meager one for a man with a large family to support. By dropping a rhysu or two into the proper hands once a month, Duule had secured himself a small contingent of men within the watch. Each of them knew that they could not continue to enjoy the life to which they had become accustomed without ensuring that their benefactor's generosity could continue. The scheming criminal was skillful in his selections, always making certain to gain the aid of those watchmen entrusted with the task of delivering men and information. Today, his investment in this man had paid off nicely.

	The bribed messenger curled into a ball on the ground, fearful of receiving more blows. “It wasn't my fault. It was a bounty hunter who turned you in, and you haven't got any men on the night watch yet!”

	“Who was it then? Which bounty hunter had the audacity to claim the price on Duule of Sarrin?”

	“I don't know! They say he wore a mask. Those who dealt with him swear they've never seen him at the morning bounty announcements.”

	“Well, if he's wearing a mask, how would they know that?” Duule taunted, raising his hand for another slap and grinning as the man flinched. “Listen carefully. Go back to Gallishasa. If this masked bounty hunter shows up again, I want to know. Find out anything you can. And I suggest you impress upon your fellow watchmen that a masked bounty hunter is not the sort of man they should be dealing with.”

	“What do I tell them about you?”

	“Tell them you were ambushed and I got away, obviously. Though you'll need a few scars to show off. Wouldn't want them to get suspicious.” He turned to the heftiest of his bandits. “Make it convincing, but don't kill him. It costs a fortune in bribes to get a decent man in the capital.”

	The grin returned to his face as he turned away and climbed onto the back of the spare horse. Behind him, his men delivered a beating that would certainly be enough to convince even the most skeptical of watchmen that he was at the center of an ambush. The grunts and cries of pain faded into the back of his mind as he began to think aloud.

	“It must be someone from the north, or maybe someone from the Crescents. Surely there's no one in Tressor who hasn't heard about the dangers of crossing me,” he mused. “I want a description of this new hunter, and once I have it, I want to know where he lives, I want to know who he loves, I want to know where he spends his money . . . and I want them all in ashes!”

	#

	In the seaside town of Sarrin, a jovial and hard-working dwarf had just loaded the last bit of cargo and untied the last line of the week. The sun was just at the horizon, and with a smile and a wave, he set off toward the city to buy a few bottles of ale to pass the long night. His favorite tavern was a squat little building tucked among a cluster of the tallest in the city. It had been built long after them, and was set deep in what was either a narrow courtyard or a wide alley. Curiously, it had its door facing away from the street. One would think that such an arrangement wouldn't attract very many men and women—and it didn't, but men and women were not the desired clientele. This was a dwarf tavern, one of the only ones that could be found beyond the foothills of the mountains. The tall buildings kept the place in shadow, dim and cool, just the way a person raised in the mountains and mines preferred it.

	Sarrin was a large port, and thus saw its share of every race as ships came and went. Enterprising members of each race saw the potential profit in giving their people a little taste of home, and thus places like The Wayward Vein opened their doors. In the case of the dwarf named Gurruk, it was half of the reason he'd settled in this town.

	He was jingling a fresh payment of coins in his pocket and looking forward to a cool bottle of ale or three when he heard a sound from a side alley.

	“Gurruk.”

	The dwarf stopped. He knew the voice, chiefly because he'd made special note of it as a voice he hoped never to hear again.

	“Back so soon?” he grumbled under his breath. “Do you want to kill me now?”

	“No.”

	“Never hurts to ask,” he said with a shrug.

	Gurruk turned to the dark little notch between two of the towering buildings that surrounded his trusty watering hole and saw the gleam of animal eyes.

	“You said that the next time I saw you, I would get what I asked for.”

	“Is it my soul that you want? Because I don't think you'll find much use for it. Not exactly the purest one around.”

	“I'm not interested in your life or your soul, Gurruk,” Teyn growled. “I want you to make a purchase.”

	“What sort of purchase?”

	“Slaves,” Teyn said, tossing the sack of coins and trinkets to Gurruk's feet. It landed with a weighty thump. “I want you to take this money and use it to buy as many slaves as you can and pay to wipe away their scars. I want them to be freed. And when it is through, give what money remains to them to start their lives.”

	Gurruk knelt and pulled open the sack, rummaging through the contents. He glanced back to the darkness. “Why?”

	“Because it needs to be done. Because it should be done. And because no one else will do it.”

	Gurruk considered what had been said. “True words. True words. Sorry to say it, but it takes a lot of money to set a slave free. At least, the way I know how. This is probably only enough for one.”

	“So be it.”

	“What good will it do to just free this one slave? Once he's out, what'll you do for the next one?”

	“That is my concern, not yours.”

	Gurruk hefted the bag, deep in thought. “I promised you I would do what you asked. I promised when I was drunk, but drunk promises mean more. When you're drunk, silly things like reason and good sense don't get in the way of the truth. For the life of me, I can't imagine how a mally like you, a mally who would do what you did to those slave-drivers, would do this, too. I don't know if you're a saint with a mean streak or monster trying to atone. That's not for me to figure. All I know is that after I do this for you, you don't darken my door again. No voices out of the shadows. No knocks on the door in the middle of the night. You keep your bloody claws and your lost causes far, far from me.”

	“If you do as I ask, you have my word that you will never see me again. But know this: if you take those coins and do not keep your promise . . . you will not see me then either.”

	There was a whisper of motion and a cascade of dust from high in the alleyway, and then silence. Gurruk felt that the creature was gone, but that the same time he felt that it was staring at him from every shadow and every corner. He glanced down to the sack of coins. Best to get it done. The sooner that thing was off his back, the better.

	 


Chapter 19

	Gurruk was as good as his word. The coins were only enough to buy the freedom and wipe the slate of a single triple-stripe slave, but it was proof that it could be done. For a time, Teyn watched the liberated slave, an elderly man with the dark complexion and faded tattoos of those tribes hailing from the very deepest southern parts of the vast Tresson kingdom. After what must have been a lifetime of labor and captivity, freedom did not come easily to him. Though the dwarf had indeed provided the man with what little remained of the hard-earned coins, it wasn't nearly enough to buy a home in a city, and he was far too old to be carving out a life of his own. And so the old man simply drifted, eyes distant and unsure. The shackles had been taken from his wrists, but they lingered in his mind.

	Finally, clarity came to him. It was a clear, crisp morning, and the former slave roused to see the rising sun over an endless, sprawling desert field. After that moment, it was as though a weight had been lifted from him. Perhaps he knew this field. Perhaps the sight of so much land without a fence or wall to stop him finally reminded him of what freedom was. Perhaps he had finally found a place that looked like home.

	Whatever the reason, from that day forward the man moved with purpose. When Teyn finally left him, the man had found a tribe of his own people, and they had welcomed him with the warmth and joy of a dear friend returning after a long hard journey.

	Watching the life return to the old man's eyes had been rewarding, but it also had taught him that there was more to this than simply paying to have them freed. There needed to be something for them to move on to, some life to return to. How could he provide that? The answer wasn't clear, but there was little doubt that when it came to him, it would bring with it the need for much more than the small fortune it has cost to free this man. There was much work to be done.

	In the weeks and months to follow, Teyn threw himself into his task like never before. He needed money, and quickly. Once or twice, he tried to steal again, but it quickly became clear that for better or worse he was far more skilled at hunting men. Day and night, he kept his nose to the breeze and his eyes to the streets. He matched scents to faces, and faces to descriptions. He found bounty offices in half a dozen towns and sought to catch what scoundrels he could from each of their lengthy lists of wanted men and women. Sometimes he succeeded, wordlessly accepting his payment and disappearing into the night. Other times he failed, either when another bounty hunter chose the same moment to strike, or when the target noticed him and put up a fight. Word was spreading about the masked hunter who dragged away his prey in the shadows. The brigands and burglars were growing more wary. More and more often, Teyn ended a long journey bruised, bleeding, and empty-handed.

	With each failure and each success, though, came wisdom as well. If others were reaching his targets first, then he must be faster. If the targets were ready for him, then he must be bolder. He must strike when they thought they were safe. So he found the narrow gaps in their defenses, and slipped through them even in the light of day. His boldness came at the cost of greater exposure. It was difficult to breathe while wearing his mask, let alone follow a scent, so too often he relied only upon his hood to hide his face until the time came to strike, and more than once he had been seen. Though witnesses caught only a glimpse each time, rumors and stories were quick to spread.

	There was a malthrope lurking among men.

	There would be consequences—that much he knew—but there was nothing left for him to fear. He had no home to be taken away. He had no family to threaten. He had squandered his only friendship to pursue this purpose. The purpose was all there was now. Anything to get the target. Anything to earn the bounty. If it cost him his life, so be it. It was a small price to pay.

	#

	In the cramped office of General Bagu, deep in the heart of the capital of the Northern Alliance, the icy and impatient Teht was sitting in one of the chairs before his desk. She had been there for nearly an hour, which was well beyond the limits of her razor thin patience. Her fingers drummed on the arm of her chair, and her lips were pulled back in a sneer.

	“Where is that blasted—” she began to mutter, but a creak of the door startled her into silence. It was one thing to curse her superior under her breath. It was another to be overheard doing it.

	The door creaked on its hinges and in walked a man Teht didn't recognize. He had an unremarkable face mostly hidden behind a heavy beard and the brow of an ornate hat. The headpiece was tall and trimmed with expensive fur. It was formed of stiff cloth and seemed round from the front and pointed from the side. The rest of his outfit was similarly ornamental and foolish-looking, all gold embroidery and needless detail. Tradition seemed to dictate that such elaborate garb be worn by all official representatives of a government when discussing important matters.

	“I don't know who you are, but this is a private chamber for . . .” Teht began. Her voice caught in her throat when she noticed that the stranger was holding a thin but similarly ornate halberd with a gem set in its blade. “Oh . . . my apologies.”

	A sly smile crossed the lips of the newcomer as he shut the door behind him. “None necessary, Teht. It has been some time since our paths have crossed. It is only natural you would not be aware of my latest 'role.'”

	“Yes, General Epidime,” she said with a nod. “That is quite true.”

	“I see Bagu is late. Again,” he observed.

	“He is,” Teht fumed in response.

	“Well, then,” he said, leaning against the wall near the door and absentmindedly tapping his halberd. “What has he got you working on?”

	“More to do with that prophesy he's so enamored with,” she grumbled. “He's got me back to chasing a malthrope around the south. Again. Slippery thing. Every time I think it is dead or caught, it pops up again.”

	“Mmm. Yes, they tend to be wily devils,” he remarked. “But, then, they would have to be, to still be alive these days.”

	“I honestly don't understand why he's assigned this task to me. Surely you would be perfectly suited to it.”

	“I assure you, nothing would make me happier than taking a jaunt down to Tressor and spend some time tracking a malthrope. Fascinating creatures. But you know our noble leader. Once he makes a decision, he clings to it tenaciously. Besides, Kenvard has been giving us trouble of late. Strong-willed people, those Kenvardians. After twenty years of war, they are having doubts about the future of the Alliance. They are considering pursuing a separate peace. It has taken some careful manipulation to quiet them down and get them to fall back in line, and there's much more to be done. Even if I succeed, that whole land has got a rebellious streak. We'll have to deal with this sort of thing once or twice a generation, I suspect. People like that need a good deep scar to brood over before they will fall in line for good.” He tapped the halberd a few more times, then raised an eyebrow. “Is this the same malthrope that you were 'quite positive' could not have survived a few years ago?”

	“Most likely,” she muttered. “It is madness to suggest such a thing. Two years ago, he ran amok. Murdered nearly everyone on that damned plantation Bagu had me ruin. A creature who is already hunted performing an act like that? It should have been dead in days. Yet in the fleeting moments that I can detect him, the blasted creature gallivanting down there today has the same shape, the same aspect to his soul. There was an outburst not long ago that felt precisely the same as the one that ruined the plantation. I think we are following the wrong creature. I am quite positive that the sort of creature who would commit such an atrocity is the precise opposite of the noble warrior we've been charged with locating.”

	“In light of recent developments, I should think you would be cautious of anything about which you are quite positive.” He grinned. “I love a good riddle, and this does seem to be a stimulating conundrum. What precisely is keeping you from your prize?”

	She grumbled something under her breath and crossed her arms. “The blasted creature has got an undeniably powerful soul, but he never uses it. It is nearly impossible to find him with magic. The only time I am able to gain a glimpse of him is when he lets his emotions take hold, and he rarely allows it. As I said, it happened again not long ago, so I know that he is alive. No matter how many times they send me to that blasted place, though, I cannot find him. The spells simply do not exist to track him properly.”

	Epidime shook his head. “Teht, my dear. I can appreciate that the mystic arts are your particular area of expertise, and thus it is attractive to solve every problem with your skill in that regard, but you must learn to use the other resources at your disposal.”

	“What resources? They only ever let me bring some of Demont's worthless cloaks. If they granted me a strike force of reasonable size, I'm sure we could have him in no time.”

	He sighed. “I shall forgo the usual speech about why force must not be used in this situation. If the first dozen explanations haven't taken root in your mind, once more won't do any good. Instead, consider this: the greatest bit of good fortune we've had since our arrival here was the simple fact that one of the creatures we would one day need to eliminate was a malthrope. A race already hated on the entire continent? We couldn't have wished for better luck. I've put a good deal of work into whipping that hatred into a blind fury on both sides of the battlefront. Have there been any stories circulating about malthropes lately?”

	“There are always stories of malthropes doing every manner of crime. I'm beginning to think those people see malthropes in their sleep.”

	“Anything notably different of late?”

	“You expect me to listen to the endless prattle of those simpletons?”

	“Fools may be fools, but they always outnumber the wise men, so it is best to know what they are saying.”

	“There was . . . well, lately there have been more criminals complaining about malthropes than anyone else.”

	“Yes . . . yes, yes, yes. You see? There is your answer,” Epidime said.

	“What possible answer could you find in that?”

	“We are seeking a creature destined to be a hero. A hero does not decide one day to fight for what is right. It is a part of them from the day they are born, present deep inside and perpetually bubbling to the surface. Given the slightest excuse, a hero will take up a cause. This is our target stepping into his role. After all, who has more reason to complain of a hero's actions than a villain?”

	She looked at him doubtfully. “Even if that is so, what good does it do me?”

	“Things such as this have a way of rippling upward, both on the side of law and against it. In time, the malthrope will run afoul of whatever figure stands tallest among the thieves. Failing that, then he will need to deal with those who administer justice. I would be very much surprised if he was not already being sought by some very influential figures on both sides of the law. And the chances are very good that these men are skilled at finding their targets through conventional means, rather than mystical.”

	Teht considered the words. “So if I am able to find those seeking him, they may be able to point me in the proper direction . . .”

	“Or, better yet, they may be able to do your job for you, which I've always found to be far preferable. If you were to provide them with a few specialized gifts to aid their cause, this malthrope will be yours in no time.”

	Teht nodded, a grin on her face. “I tell you, Epidime, the threads you choose to tug at always seem to cause things to unravel. This is why Bagu should have sent you rather than me.”

	“Perhaps, but you should relish this opportunity to learn and grow. Why do we live, if not to learn? And in the spirit of education, let me suggest that you put this new knowledge to work. Obedience is praised, but success is rewarded. I would begin your task now, rather than await Bagu. And focus your attention on contacting the bandits rather than the law. They tend to be a bit more receptive to the aid of strangers with questionable motives.”

	“Yes—yes! Anything to be through with this once and for all,” Teht proclaimed, throwing open the door and marching off to put his advice to work.

	Shortly afterward, Bagu finally arrived. A seething anger was rumbling just beneath his rigid expression. It was an emotion that seemed to warp the very air around him.

	“Epidime,” he fumed. “Where is Teht?”

	“She was here, preparing to give you excuses, but after a word of advice, I believe she had an epiphany.”

	Bagu clenched his fists and pounded the table. “Useless!”

	“To you, perhaps. She's easily manipulated, at least. That tends to be quite handy for my purposes,” he suggested. “Am I to infer from your attitude that things are not going well with the king?”

	“The king is my concern, not yours. Give me your report on Kenvard and go,” Bagu growled.

	“Ah, well. You will be happy to know that I've got good news. Kenvard has renewed their dedication to the Northern Alliance once more, after an assassination plot was uncovered during this most recent gathering. Seems a Tresson sympathizer somehow infiltrated the great hall . . .”

	“Assassination plot? Epidime, I made it clear I wanted the whole of the ruling council killed, and you assured me you could accomplish that without taking direct action.”

	“I did assure you of that, Bagu, but I hadn't anticipated a dedicated and rather remarkable young elf who recently became a commander. Her name is Trigorah Teloran, and I believe that you will be quite interested in meeting her . . .”

	 


Chapter 20

	In time, Teyn's mound of money grew, but it wasn't enough. It was never enough. No bounty ever came close to matching the price of Duule. The coins handed over in exchange for the scoundrel had been the last gold he'd seen. Since then, anything more than a handful of entus was a rare occurrence. It would be months before he could match the amount he'd needed to free the previous slave. Knowing this, however, changed nothing. All he could do was keep at it.

	Midnight once again drew near as he waited in his usual spot, tucked quietly in an alley near the watch house in Tressor's capital. Beside him was the tightly restrained young woman that he'd tracked down over the course of the last few days. She was wanted for various crimes of petty thievery. Nothing that would fetch a high price, but enough to make her worth his while. Streets were slow to empty, and from the smell and the sound, the watch house was unusually full.

	Though there was nothing tangible to give him pause, he found himself becoming uneasy. Something was wrong.

	When the streets were finally clear, he hoisted his prize to his shoulders and dashed to the courtyard of the watch house. He delivered his customary three sharp knocks to the door, lowered his prisoner to the ground, and took a step back. The door was open almost instantly, as though someone had been standing at the ready. Rather than the elderly night commander or one of his underlings, the man who answered the door was the portly day commander. He looked first to the bound woman, then to Teyn.

	“Chandra. Twenty entu bounty,” Teyn said quietly, his voice muffled by the mask.

	The day commander glanced to a watchman, who scurried off to fetch the payment. He then turned back. “So. You are the man who brought in Duule.” He had a wide, genuine smile on his face as he spoke, as though this introduction was long awaited.

	Teyn nodded once.

	“After all of the success you've had in recent weeks, I just had to meet you face to face. Odd that I never see you during the day when I announce the list.” Teyn gave no answer. “Duule escaped shortly after you turned him in. No doubt his men have been after you. Had any trouble?”

	“Some.”

	“I imagine you would.” The watchman returned with a small sack of coins and dropped it into the commander's hand. “I've got to say, you've done an awful lot of good for Tressor. How about you take off that mask so that I can look you in the eye and thank you properly?”

	“That isn't necessary.”

	“I appreciate your humility, but there are rumors. Some say you're just one of Duule's men, fetching the ones he doesn't care to protect any more. Others say you're a criminal thinning the herd to make things better for himself. Both claims are laughable, of course, but no sense letting them linger when we can put them to rest by having a look at your face.”

	Teyn's heart began to hammer in his chest. His sensitive ears twitched beneath his hood as the sound of a half-dozen men readying weapons filtered from within the watch house. The shuffling of feet in a nearby side alley caught his attention. It felt like a noose was tightening around his neck.

	“If I show my face, Duule's men might see. I could be in danger.”

	“I can vouch for my men. Just let us see who we are dealing with and it will be over.”

	“Just give me my money and let me go.”

	“You sound nervous, sir,” the commander said, his expression hardening. “Now answer me this: what reason would an innocent man have to be nervous about showing his face to the watch?”

	The commander took a lantern from just within the doorway and pulled it out, holding it high. Teyn recoiled, turning away and retreating further.

	“I brought you who you wanted. Just give me my payment!” He growled.

	“I've heard enough. Grab him,” the commander ordered.

	A bell began to ring out and armed men poured from the alleys around the watch house, but Teyn had been tensed for flight since the moment that the wrong man answered the door. They tried to close in around him, but they were expecting a man, not a malthrope. He moved in a blur, charging through a gap and rushing down the short street toward the city gates. At the sound of the bell, though, the rattling of chains had begun. The gate was dropping. He was barely three strides away when the massive gate struck the ground with an earsplitting clash, blocking his way with iron bars less set too close for even his narrow frame to slip through.

	Without missing a step he launched himself onto the gate, climbing the crosspieces toward the top. The creak of bowstrings being drawn turned fear to desperation. A wall of sturdy wooden slats covered the top of the gate, preventing him from simply slipping over, but he knew that he could not afford to stop moving. The hiss and thunk of an arrow shooting past his face and driving itself into one of the slats drove the point home. He swung hand-over-hand along the gate, working his way toward the point that it reached the walkway along the top of the wall. There were men stationed there, swords ready.

	He managed to heave himself from the gate to the edge of the walkway, but before he could pull himself up, the soldiers there were upon him. He glanced desperately around, his sight limited by his mask. Behind him was a tall building with a flat, open roof. Bracing his feet against the wall, he leapt backward, pivoting in air. The leap was panicked and ill-timed. With a sickening smack and a huff of lost breath, he struck the edge of the roof. An arrow sliced through his cloak and grazed his side before he could climb up, but he shrugged off the pain and rolled to the dusty surface. More arrows followed, but once he was on his feet, there was little hope of hitting him.

	Leaping bounds sent him from roof to roof, moving in straight lines, while those below were forced to work their way through the streets. By the third roof, he was too far into the town for the archers to take aim any longer, lest a stray shot strike a resident of the capital. Word spread from person to person, and eyes raised to the roofs, but panic and confusion are the enemy of coordination. The watch fell further and further behind; in time, Teyn was able to drop down to the streets.

	Long before word could reach any of the city's other gates, he was outside the walls and disappearing into the countryside, bleeding, exhausted, and empty-handed.

	#

	In the weeks that followed, the same scene played out in one bounty office after another. Word from the capital reached each one, and at best he was told he could not do business with his face hidden. At worst, there were weapons and concealed men waiting for him. None were so well-equipped or prepared as those in the capital, and thus none did so much as send him away with a bruise, but it didn't matter. Doors were slamming shut. With no one to pay him his bounties, he could not earn any money this way, and no other way had even come close. All he could do was continue to try, until he was sure that no bounty office would have him.

	It was thus that he found himself in the northeast of Tressor, in a town called Millcrest. It was a place quite close to the front of the still-raging war with the Nameless Empire. Things were different this far north. For one, most people had at least a touch of the same accent that had flavored Sorrel's speech. The houses were different, too. They were stouter, with sloped roofs and shingles to help withstand the frequent rain and occasional snow. This particular town was also nearly deserted, no doubt thanks to its proximity to the front. Three bad days of battle could easily mean that the war would be at one's doorstep.

	Though mostly empty, the town was still quite an interesting one. A mighty river that flowed roughly southeast wrapped around two sides of it, twisting in a wide loop and forming both the northern and eastern edge of the town. At the northwest corner of town, the land was level with the river, and no fewer than three mills dipped now-broken and forgotten wheels into the rushing water. From there, the town stretched eastward, built upon a gradual slope that rose to a bluff a few dozen feet from the water's edge at the northeast corner. At the highest point of the bluff, there was another mill, this one driven by wind. Though only two of the five blades of its fan were whole, a stiff gust caught it from time to time, causing it to turn.

	In a ruddy little building tucked among a few empty houses on the south side of town was the smallest, and last, of the bounty offices that Teyn knew. If he was denied here, it was likely the end of his bounty-hunting career. He had spent little time here, but when he did, it was frequently for a swift and easy hunt earning a meager reward. The closeness of the battle meant that war profiteers, traitors, and deserters could often be found nearby, and thus the bounty list was always packed with fresh names and the ground was always crisscrossed with fresh trails. He didn't even need to hear the names and descriptions most of the time. The scent was always the same: blood, sweat, fear, and panic. They could always be found hiding in a dark corner, and they seldom put up much of a struggle.

	He tracked down the first that he could find, bound him, and brought him in.

	Unlike the capital, there was no need to wait until the streets cleared in Millcrest, and no need to knock on a door. The one responsible for dispensing payments and announcing bounties was an exceedingly fat and unmannerly woman who could be found sitting in the light of an oil lantern from sunset to sunrise, eating nuts and swatting flies. She was dressed in a grimy and formerly white linen dress beneath a scarred leather scale armor coat with short sleeves. She smiled an incomplete grin when she saw the masked figure approaching.

	“Well, well. Been a long time since my favorite hunter came a-calling. Who do we have here?” she wheezed. Her voice had a smoky and abused sound to it, though Teyn had never seen her with a pipe. Hefting herself from her seat, she ponderously reached down and pulled the hood from the prisoner's head. After a few moments of staring him down, she referred to a slate board attached to the front of the rickety wooden building. She turned back to the prisoner and pulled the gag from his mouth. “Your name Rittleh?” When an answer was not forthcoming, she gave him a kick to the ribs. “Your name Rittleh?”

	“Yes,” he groaned.

	“Well, well, well. This boy's fresh to the list. Just got the description a few hours ago. Not exactly the highest bounty on the list. Seven entus.” She suddenly raised her voice. “Boys! Seven silver! Now! And both o' you get out here!”

	Teyn stepped a reasonable distance away as there was a stirring and a pair of thickly-built and heavily-armed men lumbered out. One held a small chest.

	“Honestly, boy. You need to learn to count,” she grumbled, tipping open the chest and counting out seven coins. “Now, go lock up the prisoner and get lost for a bit. Both o' you. The hunter and I need a bit of privacy.”

	The pair glanced at Teyn, who stood far enough from the light to be little more than a silhouette against the night landscape, and set off for the only other building with any life in it, an inn a short distance down the road. Her chair creaking under her weight, the woman tugged the table beside her a bit closer and dropped the coins in a neat stack. As she spoke, she picked up the stack and let each coin drop to the table, then swept them together and repeated it.

	“If you've come this far, I imagine you know that I'm not permitted to conduct official business with masked men in general anymore, and you in particular.”

	Teyn growled. “I brought your bounty . . .”

	“Calm yourself. I said official business. This close to the fighting, 'official' isn't enough to keep food on the table. Now, you'll have your money for this one. I'll say one of the boys tracked him down. But, in the future, if you want to work for me you'll doing a different sort of job.”

	“What sort?”

	“As a part of the string of nonsense the Tresson authorities make me say, I've had to inform you that you won't get a bounty unless you bring in a prisoner alive and unharmed or if the crime was such to warrant their death. The sort of people you'll be working for aren't so choosy about safety, and mostly they don't care about what the target may have done. Matter of fact, most of them are rather insistent that a good deal of harm be delivered regardless of guilt.”

	“You want me to hurt people.”

	“No. I want you to kill people. Well, my clients want you to kill people.” She swatted a fly on her neck. “I just want what the clients want.”

	She made the statement without a hint of nervousness or shame, as though it was the only reasonable thing to say.

	“I can't do that.” The mere suggestion of it quickened his heart and made his hands shake with the memory of last time.

	“No? Well, very few can. That's why they pay so much. See, that piece of rubbish you brought me just now? He was worth seven measly entus alive. Just seven pieces of silver. If he'd been on my other list, if someone had wanted him dead? Well, we don't deal in silver for jobs like that. Strictly gold. And not less than five pieces of it. Most jobs, not less than twenty. Sometimes more.” She eyed his darkened form intently. “Sometimes a lot more.”

	“I can't. You're asking me to take a life.”

	“Is that really so hard? What do you think will happen to half of the people you bring me once I turn them over?”

	“That is different.”

	“Not to the prisoner, it isn't.”

	“I won't do it.”

	“Fine,” she allowed, in a tone that made it seem like her willingness to let him pass on the offer was an act of the utmost charity on her part. She fished among the broken nut shells littering the ground beside her until she found a small cloth sack that had once contained walnuts and dropped the coins inside. In a smooth toss that he neatly caught, she delivered his payment. “You ever change your mind, come back and see me. I don't figure someone in your position has too many other options, and you certainly aren't in the position to spread the word to the authorities about my little side business. Just remember, you've brought me your last official bounty.”

	Teyn turned and quickly retreated into the night. His stomach was a knot and his heart was heavy in his chest as he searched for a place to sleep once the sun rose. Her offer had stirred up terrible thoughts, but more pressing on his mind was her assurance that the door was officially shut on bounty-hunting. The money he had earned bringing criminals to justice had enabled him to free his first slave, and the jingling sum in his pocket might give him just enough to free another . . . but there was no telling how long it would be before the next.

	With little else he could do, he decided to find the slave he had freed, find some way to convince him to do as Gurruk had done, and give another of his brethren their freedom. Doing so would require that he cross nearly the whole of Tressor and spend a long time tracking, but that was just as well. He would need the time to think up a way to coax a favor from a man who had only ever been given reasons to hate him, and to decide what could be done after.

	#

	Night and day he journeyed. A part of him, deep inside, marveled at the ease with which he moved about the kingdom. Not so long ago, his only recourse to remain hidden was to stay far from the cities and roads. He had learned much since then. The bone-deep drive to stay hidden had been honed to something deeper than instinct. A single glimpse revealed to him the shadows and unseen corners that could safely conceal him. A moment of observation traced out the movements of a crowd: where they were headed, where they would not be, where he must go. It allowed region after region to whisk by him as the days rolled on, and all the while he was deep in thought.

	So lost in his thought was he, it was not until the landscape began to take on strangely familiar shapes that he realized where his path had taken him. A bright moon was lighting the endless fields of a stretch of farms. He skidded to a stop, one memory after another hitting him like a hammer. The trees, the roll of the horizon . . . the house.

	He had unwittingly found his way to what had been Jarrad's farm, then Marret's. Now a new name graced the deed, it seemed. The much-abused land had healed somewhat. Not enough to match the legendary output Jarrad had coaxed from it, but enough to nurse a few simple crops from the soil. And if land could be worked, then there must be workers. Teyn's eyes clouded with tears as he saw green shoots sprouting through the ground that had been stained by his crime. At the edge of the field, the same simple quarters still stood, weary and hopeless laborers sleeping within them or pacing restlessly between. The smell, the sound. All of it was the same.

	Nothing that had happened, nothing that he had done, had changed anything.

	He stood tall, fists tight, and turned to the north. They would change now.

	#

	“I knew you'd be back,” remarked the heavyset bounty officer with a smug grin. “Follow me.”

	She hoisted herself from her seat and began to waddle toward a deserted patch of the city. Whether it was for Teyn's benefit or her own, she elected to leave the lamp behind, moving with practiced confidence through the darkness. As she walked, she rambled.

	“This one's a stone-cold hunter, I said. Knew it from the start. And all the really great hunters I've known, they've all been animals, deep down. They don't just like to hunt. They are the hunt. And the hunt is about the kill. There are only so many times you can have the rabbit's neck in your jaws without wanting to give it a good shake . . .”

	Teyn released a breath that was just barely audible as an irritated hiss. Her words bothered him. Not only because she spoke so casually about despicable acts, but because she spoke of him as an animal. She could simply be using colorful language . . . or she could know what face lay behind the mask. She continued as though she did not hear him.

	“You know something? You've returned a few bounties to me, but I don't think you ever told me your name. What do you go by?”

	He hesitated. Sorrel had dubbed him Teyn, and in the years that he'd known her, that was how he'd come to think of himself. But Sorrel was not in his life anymore. The thought of this horrid woman, of anyone else calling him by the name burned at him. He'd been called Mally, but he would not and could not be known by that name. His mind flitted far back, landing upon the only other thing he could remember having been called.

	“Some call me the Red Shadow.”

	“Eh. You want to keep your real name a secret? Suits me, Red. Probably best for both of us. Name's Maribelle, but you just call me Boss,” She remarked.

	They reached a building that looked as disused as the dozen they had passed before it, save for the fact that this one had a sturdy door with a high-quality lock. His employer dug shamelessly down the front of her armor coat, tugging out a gleaming bronze key. With a quick twist, she clicked the door open and slipped inside. He stopped at the doorway.

	“What are you waiting for, Red? Inside,” she coaxed.

	“I will wait here.”

	“Your type never seems to like having too many walls around you. Fine, wait here.” The woman slipped inside for a few moments and returned with a rough slate board. “Since this is your first job for me working off of the black list, we'll start you with something small and simple. The man's name is Crilless. He lives in cottage a short distance north of the battlefront. Easy to find. Due north from here until you hit a river, then east along it until you find a dock with black slats. He's the first cottage west of it. Red door with a horse shoe on it. He carries a leather bundle filled with parchment. It is always on his person. Kill him, take it, and bring it here as proof. Should be done in a few days at most.”

	“Why does he need to die?”

	“Because someone is paying us for it. Listen, Red. This isn't a job where you ask questions. The less any of us know, the better.”

	“Does he deserve to die?”

	“Someone is willing to pay good money to see him dead, so I'd wager he's no saint. And what did I just say about questions? Bring me that bundle and you get eight rhysus. That's all you need to know. Now off with you. These things have a way of going stale, and I don't want the price going down because you decided you were curious.”

	She ambled away, leaving him behind. Knowing that if he hesitated any longer he might change his mind, and knowing that this dark opportunity represented quite possibly the last real chance he had to earn enough to make a difference, he set off for the battlefront.

	Little care was needed to stay hidden as he left the city. The soldiers traveled on the main roads, and none but they would dare venture so near to the battle. All of his life, twenty years now, Teyn had heard of the war. When he imagined it, he imagined clashing swords and butting shields. He imagined men on both sides fighting and tearing at each other. His mind had never turned to what those battles might have left behind.

	These skirmishes had raged off and on for a generation. The closer he came to the line that the lives had been lost to defend, the more he saw that the land had not been spared. The scars of dozens—if not hundreds—of battles fought on this stretch of the land were everywhere. Houses reduced to charred ruins. The broken remnants of stone walls. Hastily-erected and even-more-hastily abandoned shelters. Broken arrow shafts stuck from the ground like some manner of ghastly crop. He passed through what might once have been a town, but the only evidence was a scattering of foundations and a single stone-paved road. Now it was a place so ruined, so long-deserted that only wildlife called it home. He took the opportunity to stop in this forgotten place long enough to catch and consume a meal before continuing on his journey.

	Then, looming in the distance, there was the front. It was a sight to behold. He had heard the people of the nearby Tresson cities refer to this place as Red Band. Here, the border between Tressor and the Nameless Empire ran through a wide stretch of low, flat land between two sloped ridges. It was a war ground that might as well have been designed to foster a stalemate. Each day, the men would descend the slope, spill blood, and retreat when the battle was through. If the line moved too far north or south, the high ground would bring it to a stop.

	Beyond the slope was a patchwork city of tents, lean-tos, and other makeshift structures. Horses slept, or shuffled uneasily. Heaps of red armor streaked silver with scrapes and gouges lay outside each temporary residence, awaiting the morning when the soldiers would suit up once more. The air was heavy with the scent of smoke and blood. Most of the soldiers slept, but along the top of the slope, a line of campfires glowed, warming the patrol that kept watch over the killing fields, lest some of the northern scum try to slip by. Far in the distance, a string of similar glows served the same purpose for their opposite number.

	The task of crossing to the north mercifully stole away what mind he had left to dwell upon what he had seen, and what he was planning to do. Where the ground was steady enough for a squad to attempt to slip through, there were scouts and lookouts. To make the land elsewhere less forgiving and more likely to betray those who would sneak across, the soldiers had littered the field with bundles of cruelly-sharpened sticks sunk into the soft earth. That suited him fine. One did not become a successful hunter—at least, not one of the sort that Sorrel had taught him to be, without learning to step lightly and carefully. Selecting a route heavy with traps but virtually without patrol, he began the long, treacherous trek across the border.

	There was an eerie, cold feeling as he moved across land. A part of it, a small part, was how far north he had come. Unlike most of Tressor, which was warm for much of the year, the air became sharply cooler near the border with the north. However, a stiff breeze and an icy bite to the air was nothing compared to the graveyard pall that hung over the place. So many had died here. There were no remains of soldiers, save the stain of blood here and the dislodged bit of armor there, but the atmosphere seemed sickly and poisoned by the horrors it had witnessed. The smell, likely too faint to be noticed by the men and woman who fought here, was almost nauseating to him. A single whiff was all he needed to know that it was a scent that would linger for years, a stench of death that would be a part of this place for generations to come.

	He pressed northward, senses alert. The border was behind him now. He was in the land of the enemy. As he traveled, swift and low to the ground, he found himself glancing toward the fires at the top of the ridge ahead, hoping for a glimpse of those who fought on the side of the north. These were people spoken of with nearly the same fear and hate as malthropes. As he drew nearer, though, and he began to see faces and forms near the flames, he found that they were merely humans, identical to those he had left behind him—albeit clad in blue rather than red. Somehow, he'd expected them to look different, to be monstrous or ghastly.

	Seeing more of the same left him baffled. How could something as arbitrary as which side of an invisible line a man called home make him worth killing? With a shake of his head, he logged it away as yet another thing about humans he simply could not understand.

	When the battleground was well behind him, his mind began to drift back to his target and how to find him. First came the river, if it could even be called that. It was a narrow, shallow stretch of water. More than a stream, but not by much, it must have been one of the tributaries to the river that wrapped around Millcrest. He had to take care as he followed its banks east. A well-traveled road ran alongside it, and flat-bottomed skiffs loaded with goods and passengers were drifting along its surface even as dawn was just beginning to break. Both the goods and the passengers were destined for the war, so special care had to be taken to remain unnoticed. Everyone would be well-armed.

	Pier after pier passed with faded gray planks until the rising sun fell upon a row of black adorning a pier near a small cluster of cottages. Three had red doors. One had a horseshoe. He approached it. There was enough light now that he was in real danger of being seen, but the fertile ground of the riverside had resulted in a lush and dense area of high weeds, and whoever called this cottage home had done little to tame them near his walls. He crouched among them and breathed deeply of the air. There was only one human scent, the scent of a man. It formed trails, new and old, leading toward and away from the cottage. The trails all led to the single door of the structure, and they always approached from the riverside road. It smelled as though he was not home now, but he'd left very recently.

	He closed his eyes, removing his mask to draw in a better sample, and unraveled the story the scent told. The man spent his nights here. He returned after the sun set, and left before the sun rose. Others passed along the road, but no one ever came to the cottage. So long as he could weather the day unseen, Teyn was certain he would find the man alone after nightfall. All he had to do was wait . . . and hope that when the time came, he still had the resolve to complete his task.

	The wait was agonizing. Constant traffic on the road put his nerves on edge, allowing long overdue sleep to come only fitfully and in shallow dozes. The dreams that came whenever he drifted off were dark and twisted, filled with troubling memories. Finally the sky began to darken. Not long after, the crunch of purposeful footsteps approached the cottage. Through the weeds, Teyn could see the man he was to kill.

	A heavy jacket, made from rough cloth and stuffed with down, covered a wiry and unwashed form. His hair was long and greasy, his face bearing the wispy beard and mustache of a man not meant to grow facial hair. To look at him, one would almost think that he'd been warned. His eyes were sunken and red, dark bags beneath them. His head darted aside to scrutinize the source of any sound, real or imagined. His left arm was held tightly to his side, clutching at a vague form beneath his coat. His right was at his hip, clutching lightly the hilt of a dagger. This man was no stranger to being a target.

	He approached his door and cast a wary glance around him, eyes sweeping over the very patch of overgrowth that hid Teyn. They lingered there for a moment, but Teyn knew better than to abandon his hiding place due to a simple lingering stare. Sure enough, the man turned back to the door, reluctantly taking his hand from his weapon to work the latch. In the moment of distraction as the door slid open, Teyn slipped from the weeds and pulled himself to the roof of the cottage. The motion was smooth and nearly noiseless, but the crackle of a tuft of weeds was enough to raise an alarm in the jittery man's mind. His hand shot to his dagger and pulled it free, and he launched himself into the weeds, stabbing viciously at the spot where Teyn had been moments before. As he struck at the underbrush, he screamed threats in one of the languages Sorrel had attempted to teach.

	The man stopped stabbing and stood stone still, eyes wide and wild. When the only sound to greet him was the babble of the distant water and the swish of windblown weeds, he made his way quickly to the door and pushed it open, hurrying inside to latch it again. He threw himself against the door and listened once again, ear against the sturdy wood. The only light within the cottage was the faint glow of embers still weakly alive from the previous night's fire. It wasn't enough for the man to see, but it was enough for Teyn.

	The malthrope had slipped inside when the man was stabbing at the weeds, and now he stood behind his target, a knife in his hand. His breathing was slow and controlled, his eyes steady and locked on the man's back. Every part of his body was still, but his mind was a storm. It had been his fear, ever since the dark day at the plantation, that if ever he found himself in a position to take another life, he would not be able to resist. He was certain that he would lose control as he had before, that he would become once again what the men had believed him to be since birth: a monster, a killer. Now he stood behind a man who had been marked for death by other humans, and he couldn't bring himself to put his blade to work.

	As the man stepped away from the door and fumbled in the darkness until he found a taper and a lantern and set about lighting it from the embers, Teyn continued to struggle with himself. This was for the others like him, the others denied their freedom. Taking this one life would provide him with enough money to give back the life of at least one worker. This man had his freedom and look where his choices took him. It was time to give someone else a chance.

	Now the man had lit the lantern, filling the cottage with its dim glow. If Teyn was going to do something, he had to do it now. His target began to turn. Teyn grabbed him by the arm and twisted it behind his back, forcing him forward and slamming him into the wall. The force of the collision knocked the lantern from the man's hand, spilling lamp oil onto the floorboards and setting them aflame.

	“Listen to me!” Teyn hissed through teeth clenched by the mask. “There is a price on your head. People want you dead for the bundle of parchment you've got clutched beneath your coat. Give it to me!”

	After struggling and screaming in pain until it was clear there was no breaking free of his assailant, the man spoke, his voice brimming with insanity. Teyn knew little of the language. He didn't understand half of the words, but those he knew were filled with hate and madness. Words like “kill” and “wealth,” words like “war” and “children.” Teyn repeated his offer as best he could in the same language, but it was clear that this madman had no intention of accepting. He struggled and shoved, all the while the flames growing higher. Finally, an awkward twist of his body and a furious thrust of his foot managed to shove Teyn back toward the flames. It was enough to force the hunter to release his grip on his prey.

	In a flash, the man was upon him, knife drawn and screaming. The two tangled, rolling atop one another. It was clear after just a few moments that this man was no stranger to combat. Crazed though his eyes and voice seemed to be, he moved with precision and purpose. He was barely as strong as Teyn, and far slower, but it took every ounce of advantage that the creature had to keep his opponent's weapon from meeting its mark. The fire spread around them as the fight intensified. The man's raking fingers caught the edge of Teyn's mask, pulling it free. The sudden sight of animal eyes and a beastly face were enough to briefly seize the mind of the man. Teyn took full advantage, kicking him off and springing to his back. One hand grabbed a handful of greasy hair and pulled the man's head back, the other held the knife tight. Teyn's teeth were bared, his mind aflame as he breathed great heaving breaths of the scalding air. He lowered his weapon . . .

	#

	Outside the cottage, men and women were beginning to gather, calling out for water to extinguish the burning cottage. A bucket brigade was already forming when a form finally burst from inside the fiery cottage. Despite the many witnesses, none caught more than a glimpse of the fleeing form. It was little more than a blurred silhouette rushing from the brilliant flames. Some claimed it held a tight bundle in one hand. Others were certain it held a crude, armored mask to its face. The only thing that was certain was that it was not the man they knew to live in this place. When hours of work and countless buckets had been hauled from the river to the cottage, they revealed the remains of the cottage's mysterious resident. Though the fire had done its work, it was clear to all that he had been dead long before the flames had reached him.

	#

	Two days later, the woman who had hired him smiled as a leather bundle dropped to the table beside her, crunching spent nutshells.

	“Well, well, well,” she said, slapping an insect buzzing by her ear, “look who came back.” She snatched up the bundle and pulled it open. “Did you look inside?”

	The malthrope simply shook his head.

	“Good. Glad to see you got that curiosity under control. Me, on the other hand . . .” she commented, pulling open the roll and sifting through the pages. “Need to be sure you brought back what they were after, rather than any old pile of parchment.” She read over a few of the sheets. “Yes. Yes this is what they were after. Boys! Eight gold!”

	Inside the building, he heard the woman's two assistants moving crates and chests.

	“It'll take them a bit to get to it. We don't do business in gold much these days. See, two out of three of the people I've got working off the black list don't come back from their first job. Some of them lose their nerve. The rest lose their lives. But I had a feeling about you, Red. Like I said, I looked at you from day one, and I thought to myself: this one, he's a killer, through and through.”

	His eyes lowered. He did not argue. There was a time, however brief, when he was whole. When he was a person with a name and a life. That time was over. The creature who had earned that name would never have done what he'd done. Teyn was gone. Now he was only the Red Shadow.

	After a few minutes of laborious searching and three miscounts, the men finally exited the building and dropped the coins into his gloved hand. Eight rhysus. Eight gold coins for the work of a few days. He gazed at the glittering payment. What he held in his hand was the freedom of one of his own—or more.

	“Feels good, eh? Something about the weight of a gold coin. Just feels right. Now that you've gotten your feet wet, I've got a real job for you. Something a little more substantial.”

	“No. I have something I need to do first,” he said, clutching the coins tight and turning to the south.

	Now that he had the money in his pocket, and the blood on his hands, the weight of his deed was ravaging his mind. He'd been able to make it this far because he knew that what he did, he did to achieve his goals. It was for his purpose. Now that it was within his power to sever a set of chains, to give back a life, he needed to do it. Every moment wasted stained his soul more and robbed this horrid act of any redemption.

	“Fifteen rhysus for this one,” she called after him.

	He paused. “I'll do it when I return. A few weeks.”

	“Weeks? No, no, no, Red. It won't be here in a few weeks. These things dry up. The opportunity passes, they dismiss the job, and no one gets paid. Fifteen's the top of the list right now, but I've heard from this man before. Fifteen is nothing to him. Once he trusts a hired blade, twenty, thirty, fifty rhysu jobs start to show up. I don't know how good you are with numbers, but what would you rather? A handful of coins today or a pocketful in a week? Or a sack in a month? I don't know what you're off to do, but don't tell me you couldn't do it better if you were a few coins richer.”

	He looked down to the coins in his hand. What had moments earlier seemed like more than he could have hoped for now seemed pitifully small. If what she said was true, in the space of a month, he might earn enough to free a dozen men. In a year, he might earn enough to buy the very plantation out from under the slaveholders. His conscience and his reason tugged at his thoughts. This wasn't about money, this was about lives. Who was he to be making these decisions? But if he didn't do what needed to be done, who would? There was so much to consider, so much at stake.

	Finally, he cleared his mind and did what he always did when something seemed beyond him. He thought back to the one person he'd known who had the mind and heart to make such a decision. He thought back to Ben. What was most important? The purpose. Could more be done to achieve it? Yes. Then so it must be. If it can be better, then it isn’t good enough. He quieted the part of his soul that still resisted, and turned back to Maribelle, eyes still low.

	“What do I need to do?”

	 


Chapter 21

	While the Red Shadow was near the northern border receiving his orders, deeper in the heart of Tressor, Duule was meeting with a group of his underlings. A meeting such as this would normally have taken place in the wheat field, but in light of his capture there, he wisely decided to find a less open and more secure place to conduct his business for the time being. He selected an isolated barn some distance from his home and stocked it with six of the burliest bodyguards he could hire. Joining him were eight messengers, each carrying reports from his endless network of scouts and spies. Thus far, none of them had managed to provide him with what he considered to be a simple bit of information.

	“How can you look me in the eye and tell me that no one has any idea who this man is?” he growled. “I ordered people to be stationed at every bounty office and watch house. You should have had his head on a platter by now! You!” He stabbed his finger at a young female messenger. “You came from the capital, right? Explain to me why he wasn't piled with half a dozen armed men the moment he showed his worthless hide to turn in a bounty there?”

	“Whenever we had an ambush ready for him, he never showed. It was like he knew they were there!” Her arms were raised, shielding her face. “Even after you had your inside men sic the rest of the watch on him, he still got away. It isn't our fault!”

	“I don't want to hear your excuses!” He raised his hand to strike her, then grinned at the flinch. Instead, he turned to the next messenger in line, an older man with the scars of a long and unpleasant career. “At least tell me that you've gotten some replies.”

	“Of course,” stated the older man. “Most of the bounty offices you sent me to investigate have turned him away, and I managed to speak to a few of the less scrupulous hunters. Most were thrilled to see him gone. They say he was taking an awful lot money off of the table for them, and there were more than a few who were interested in the generous bounty that was anonymously offered to bring him in. Seems none of them are eager to risk having him back on the hunt again.”

	“Good. I want his head. And I'm not being colorful. The man who pulls that worthless wretch's empty head from his shoulders and hands it to me will have his pockets lined with gold.”

	“I think that trophy may be a good deal more interesting than you realize,” came a sharp, smug voice from the other side of the barn door.

	There came the very distinctive and threatening sound of more than a dozen people revealing a weapon simultaneously as all eyes turned to the door.

	“Which one of you fools managed to lead someone here?” he growled.

	“It wasn't very difficult to find you. You are a highly visible man. Open the door. I'm here to make your task a good deal easier,” the voice replied.

	“Who are you, and how fast and far do you think you can run? Because if you don't leave me to my business, I'm going to have my men start carving—”

	Before he could finish the threat, he was silenced by a sudden and sharp drop in temperature. In moments, the air around the door fell from the warmth of a Tresson night to bitter, biting cold. Frost began to form on heavy wooden planks, and the black metal of the hinges and nails began to emit a piercing whine, rattling in place. Finally, fractures spread across the whitened wood and the whole of the doorway crumbled into a heap of frozen shards.

	It revealed Teht on the other side, arms crossed and face humorless.

	“Listen. My associates typically prefer that I 'comport' myself with 'tact' and 'subtlety,' but I have had quite enough of the stubborn, backward ways of this primitive, whimpering society. Listen closely, because I haven't got the time or inclination to repeat myself,” Teht stated.

	“Kill this wench!” Duule roared.

	Teht clucked her tongue and raised her hand. Fingers curled into a curious and unnatural gesture, she swept the hand upward. A black aura coalesced around the weapons of each of Duule's men. A downward sweep of her hand sent each weapon solidly to the ground—in some cases, much to the detriment of the hand that had been holding it.

	“For reasons that are beyond your capacity to comprehend, I am forbidden from engaging in open hostility toward any of you, but I am well within my rights to defend myself if needs be.” She gestured upward again. The weapons launched from the ground and hung menacingly in front of their former wielders. “Do any of you feel the need to press my patience further?”

	The others wisely held their ground.

	“How were you able to find me?” Duule rumbled.

	“I was able to find you because you shout your name and tout your influence from the rooftops. Your shriveled up little soul is a burning beacon of hate and greed. If you haven't guessed, I am a powerful sorceress. That is all that someone like me requires.”

	There was only an angry silence as a reply.

	“Good. Then I'll make this brief,” she said. “If I understand correctly, you are after a bounty hunter who turned you in, yes?”

	“Yes.”

	“And you are also aware of the reports that a malthrope has been menacing the area, yes?”

	“Yes.”

	“I suspect they are one and the same.”

	“That is preposterous! Whoever did this outwitted and outmaneuvered three of my best men. He transported me, on my own horse, from my home to Gallishasa. You would have me believe that a mere beast could have achieved such a thing.”

	“Much as it pains me, I'm forced to acknowledge the rather remarkable elusiveness of this particular malthrope.”

	“I won't hear it.”

	Teht looked around the room. “As I understand it, you've spread word among the watches that masked hunters are not to be trusted, yes? I assume one or more of you have spoken with watchmen who witnessed the hunter in question when he was asked to remove his mask.”

	“I did,” answered the older messenger.

	“How did he react?”

	“He ran. Sometimes impressively.”

	“What sort of a man would rather be chased by the whole of the watch than show his face?”

	“I can name any number of men who would be killed rather than willingly reveal themselves to the watch.”

	“Fine, then. The mask. Was it large enough to conceal the face of a malthrope?”

	“They say it had an oddly-shaped visor. It may have been big enough.”

	“All of this proves nothing,” Duule snapped.

	“Perhaps not, but you've been hunting a man and you've come up empty. I know for a fact that Tressor has got is share of malthrope hunters. Hire one.”

	“If the beast running amok near the capital is indeed who we seek—and I do not for a moment suggest that it is—then it has been the target of every malthrope hunter in the region since the day it was first sighted.”

	“Yes, but they have not been offered the bounty that you've placed on your delinquent hunter. 'Lining their pockets with gold' might be a bit more motivating. And when you find one willing to take on the job, you can give him these.”

	Teht reached into a small pouch at her belt and revealed a braided leather strand with round gems woven into the braid at regular intervals. They were each a bit smaller than a grape, and in total there were five. She also revealed a netted bag with a half-dozen more of the same gems loose within it. Each gem in the bag and strand had a dim blue glow about it. She dropped the strange accessories to the ground at Duule's feet.

	“What are those?”

	“They are a few aids. Affix the strand to whatever weapon you choose. It will provide an enchantment that, in the right hands, should be sufficient to bring the finest warrior to his knees. You need only use your weapon normally. If you strike your target even with a grazing blow, he will experience pain you cannot imagine. It will also disguise the scent of anyone near it. The loose gems have the same enchantment and can be thrown. Now, I'm supposed to tell you not to kill him. It suits our purposes that he be brought to us alive. Frankly, I'm sick to death of coming down here on these blasted errands, so I leave it to you. If I find that the beast has been killed, that is your decision, but it will not break my heart.” She turned and stepped over the rubble of the door. After a few strides, she stopped and turned back to them. “And by the way. Those gems will only trigger if used against a malthrope, so don't bother trying to use them for your own foolish pursuits.” She stirred the air with her fingers, summoning a swirl of black that steadily grew until it was a column a bit taller than she. “Don't disappoint me.”

	Teht stepped into the column and, an instant later, the weapons held in the air by her will clattered to the ground. Seconds after that, the column tightened to a filament of brilliant violet light, then vanished with a flash, a clap of thunder, and a rush of force. When the shock of the event passed, Duule's men gathered their weapons poured from within the barn, gathering around crater where once had stood their uninvited guest.

	“Useless!” Duule raged, grabbing one of the messengers and throwing him against a wall. “All of you are utterly worthless! Is there no one in this blasted kingdom who can follow a simple order? Kill anyone who would threaten me! Simple!”

	He knelt down and fetched the strand of gems.

	“What now, sir?” asked the burliest of his bodyguards.

	Duule investigated the braid. Without taking his eyes off of it, he answered. “Find me some malthrope hunters. The best you can find. Tell them I want a word with them. And someone find me someplace where I can do my business without being interrupted!”

	#

	The Red Shadow moved swiftly through the night, a heavy sack held tight with one arm to keep it from jingling. He'd so far taken five jobs from Maribelle, and taken five lives as a result. The first had nearly killed him, and left his mind in tatters. The second never saw him coming, but his heart and soul ached afterward. Each time, he earned more gold than he could have hoped to earn in months otherwise. It was a black, bloody path to his goal, but it was taking him there. He saw each target for only a short time—a few hours at most—but each had clearly been neck-deep in dealings that would inevitably lead to a vicious end. He told himself that if it had not been his blade it would have been another, that their lives were lost long before he'd accepted the job. It didn't do any good. It took all of his will to stamp down his feelings of disgust, to deafen himself to the voices of resistance in his mind.

	And what had been the price? Fifty rhysus. Fifty heavy gold coins weighed him down, the fruits of his labors. It was a staggering sum by any measure. He didn't know how many slaves it would free, but he knew it would be a few. Now all that remained was to find a way to make the purchase. The question of how he would arrange to have the money put to its intended use had been heavy on his mind for weeks, and the answer had been slow to form. Even after he'd devised a plan, he had his doubts that it was even worth a try. As had so often been the case though, he had no other options.

	It had taken some doing, but over the course of the tracking he'd had to do to find his various targets, he'd found another familiar scent. One of the targets had been a blacksmith in a town called Bellarah. The name of the place had sounded familiar when he'd first been sent that way. It wasn't until he'd caught a scent on the breeze in the countryside surrounding it that he'd realized why. Now he had nearly reached the source of the scent again.

	It was a farm, though the word hardly seemed appropriate. In a land dotted with sprawling plantations that grew enough crops to feed and clothe a city, this place was a garden in comparison. A single-room hut stood at one corner, and the rows were planted with simple, hearty crops. This was not a place where a fortune was made. This was a place where a man could grow enough to keep food on this table and clothes on his back. As the sun slipped from the sky, that man could be seen leaning on the handle of a shovel, eyes staring vaguely over his land. It was Menri. He might have been old to be starting anew, but he was not broken. A long life of hard work had hardened him in a way that even the years under Marret couldn't completely ruin. Under his skilled hand, this patch of land had flourished.

	Careful to stay out of sight, Shadow approached him. “Menri,” he whispered.

	Menri's head snapped aside, his shovel raised defensively. At first, his eyes swept the darkness beside his hut without seeing, but after a moment they settled on the figure of the Shadow. He was wearing his mask, and despite the temperate night and the long run, he was bundled in his cloak, the hood firmly in place.

	“Who goes there?”

	“Someone from your past,” the Shadow answered.

	“My past is behind me now. I'm done with it.”

	“A past like ours never truly fades away, does it?”

	“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

	“I'm here to ask a favor of you. I'm here to ask you to do something that we both know needs to be done.”

	“You'd ask a favor without showing me your face?”

	The Shadow took a steady breath. In a motion deliberate and slow, he slipped the mask from his face and pulled back the hood.

	“You . . .” Menri said, fingers squeezing at the shovel handle. “You set foot on my land?”

	“I've spoken to Gurruk. He told me of his escape, and yours. He told me that despite the deeds I had done, he had me to thank for his freedom and his life. He told me you would feel the same.”

	“Just because I owe a devil for my freedom doesn't mean I'll welcome him the day he returns.”

	The Red Shadow dropped his heavy sack of gold. “You were able to buy your freedom. There is enough gold there for you to do the same for several more. I want you to do just that. Buy back the lives of some others. Give them what they need to be free.”

	Menri kept a cautious eye on the figure before him and tugged the sack open. “How did you get this money?”

	“Any way I could.”

	He shoved it with his toe. “I don't want it.”

	“It isn't for you. It is for the others. Those who are still trapped within the fences, feeling the lash of the strap. What you think of me doesn't matter. Do this one thing and you can go on hating me until we are both in our graves.”

	The older man eyed the gold for a bit longer. “You want nothing in exchange?”

	“All I want is for you to make it clear to them what needed to be done to free them, and make them aware that they may one day be asked to do the same for others.”

	“Is that your plan? Pay the last freed men to free the next?”

	“It is.”

	“Why? Do you think this will wipe the blood from your hands?”

	“It doesn't matter what I think, and it doesn't matter why I choose to do it. All that matters is that it needs to be done, and that you can help make it so.”

	Menri considered the words. “And how will you know which men owe you their lives? How will you know where to find them when the time comes to do it again?”

	“I'll be watching,” the Shadow said.

	“And what if I don't do it.”

	“You will. We lived the same nightmare. I don't think you would force that on someone else to spite me, no matter what I am.”

	“You killed a dozen or more humans in a single day, mally. I'd be in the right if I buried this shovel in your chest.”

	“It doesn't change anything.”

	He was quiet for a long time. Finally, as though it caused him physical pain to utter the words, he answered. “I'll do it.”

	The Shadow didn't linger. Without another word, he slipped on his mask, pulled up his hood, and swept off into the night.

	#

	Menri did not delay. The following morning, he set off for a marketplace at a nearby crossroads, and from there learned of the location of a plantation owner on the other side of the territory looking for a buyer for some of the slaves he'd picked up to get through a particularly rough harvest. No one thought twice about a land owner buying a few slaves from another. He made some excuses about why he'd rather keep the sales from the local lord. He must have been a more skillful negotiator than Gurruk. Three more such deals netted him fifteen men and five women, all double and triple- stripe slaves. They were freed, healed of their labels, provided with the remainder of the gold, and sent on their way.

	The Shadow watched it all, doing his best to memorize faces, to burn the scents into his mind. He would need them. There was no doubt about it. As he watched men and women who days before had been resigned to a life of servitude walk out into lives of their own choosing, there was no longer any doubt in his mind. What he had done was worth it. Anything would be worth it. So he would need them all, because this was just the beginning.

	 


Chapter 22

	Duule grumbled miserably. After Teht had violated his last attempt at a secure meeting place, he'd left nothing to chance. His new headquarters was the basement of a blacksmith's shop. It was sweltering, cramped, and the air was thick with the choking smell of burning wood. It was also a veritable vault: completely underground with sturdy stone walls and a single entrance. The fact that a blacksmith's shop wouldn't look out of place with a few strong men with intimidating weapons didn't hurt either.

	“He's here,” came the muffled voice of the thug Duule had guarding the door at the top of the stairs.

	“Well, send him down, idiot!” Duule snapped.

	The door opened and down the stairs thumped an aging but threatening man. He was short and his advancing years had left him soft around the middle, but something in his posture was unmistakably intimidating. Red mud was caked into a sun-blocking layer on his skin. His clothes were ancient and handmade, stitched together from hides and baring his scar-notched arms. An irregularly-trimmed beard and wild thatch of hair was gray with the slightest hint of black. He gnawed a stem of sugar-stalk, absentmindedly scratching at the four deep scars dominating his face. Dust flaked away as he did so. When he reached the only vacant chair, he sat heavily, sending a cascade of reddish earth to the ground beside him.

	“You are Dihsaad?” asked Duule, making no attempt to hide his disgust at the man he'd been forced to deal with.

	His visitor nodded slowly, spitting a bit of sugary pulp to the ground.

	“My men tell me that you are malthrope hunter.”

	“I have been,” he stated.

	“Have been? Am I to believe that you are not a hunter anymore?” Duule's expression could have shattered stone, and in his eyes, one could see his mind at work crafting a suitable punishment for those responsible for this waste of time.

	“Not a hunter. I track, mostly. Until recently it was slaves. Tracking a malthrope is a bit harder. Killing is a young man's game though.”

	Duule calmed somewhat. “Fine. That's fine. I've got no shortage of men willing to handle that part of it. I trust your services are available for hire?”

	“For the right price, my services are always for hire.”

	“Good, good. I assume you're aware of the rash of mally attacks up and down eastern Tressor.”

	He grunted. “Attacks? Thought it was just sightings. Anyway, yes, I'm aware. Strange. Mallies don't all do things at once. It makes me think it's all the same one, except mallies like to keep to familiar ground, mostly. Maybe you see a string of sightings in one direction, but not the other, not so soon after.”

	“Yes, well,” Duule began, a hesitation in his voice suggesting that he was reluctant to say what came next. “I've had some problems with a bounty hunter who wears a mask. He has been unwilling to remove it and . . .” He chuckled. “It has been suggested that the mally and the hunter might be one and the same.”

	The unscarred side of Dihsaad's lips peeled back in a grin, revealing gleaming white teeth that seemed out of place amid his otherwise grimy features.

	Duule sneered. “Laughable I know, but—”

	“No. Just means it's a feisty one. A feisty one gave me this,” he said, running his fingers across the scars.

	“You mean to tell me that a malthrope could be smart enough to find a mask and deal with humans without being detected.”

	Dihsaad's eyes drifted. “I didn't used to think so, but something happened a little while back.” He rubbed a fresher scar on his other cheek. “Malthropes . . . you don't really know them until you know them. If you think they're mindless, soulless, bloodthirsty animals? You're right. If you think they're vile, deceitful, manipulating fiends? You're right about that, too. They are those things and plenty others. I guess it just depends on which one you're taking about.”

	“How could anything be all of those things?”

	“Look in a mirror and you answer me,” he said with a shrug.

	Duule turned the words over in his mind for a moment before abandoning them as incompatible with is favored way of thinking. “If you can track this creature down, you can name your price, but only on one condition. I need to hear its voice.”

	“You want it alive?”

	“No. I want it dead, and I want it to suffer. But you only get the full price on this thing's head if I hear it with my own ears first. If it and the hunter really are the same, then this thing had the gall to turn me in. I heard it speak, and I want to be sure the beast I kill is the same one that dared cross me. I'll pay any price to make an example of someone who crosses me, but I am not in the habit of paying a fortune for the extermination of a simple pest.”

	Dihsaad pulled the stalk from his mouth, spat, and nodded. The men stood and slapped the shoulder of the other.

	“Start immediately. My men will be in touch.”

	Dihsaad made his way up the stairs and out of the basement, leaving Duule to brush away the filthy red hand print on his shoulder and quietly curse the man or beast responsible for the humiliations he'd been forced to endure.

	#

	Once assigned one of Duule's more reliable hired blades, Dihsaad went to work. Tracking something like this one, a target who moved over half the kingdom, was a daunting task. Dihsaad was a meticulous and experienced tracker, though, and Duule had eyes in every corner of Tressor. The tracker gathered rumors, sifted through them, and selected a place to start. It was a stretch of shrubs and tall grass, some distance from a road near a town on toward the east coast.

	“You sure we should be here? No one said they saw the thing here,” said the muscle that Duule had assigned.

	Though the man in question was named Munn, he could just as well have been any of the legion of stout strongmen in Duule's employ. His scalp and face were both poorly shaved, with a filthy rag tied tightly to his head to keep the sun off and a heap of knobby crocodile-hide armor draped across his hulking body. He carried a curiously shaped blade as well. It was the length of a longsword, but with a broad, single-edged blade that made it resemble an oversized cleaver.

	“A mally that's smart enough to survive more than a few years doesn't spend much time in a place where people might see it,” Dihsaad said. “Around the same time, people claim to have seen one in each of the towns surrounding. This is the best cover near to them all. It spent time here, if anywhere.”

	While his dimwitted assistant watched with an equally vacant mind and expression, Dihsaad crouched stiffly and began to crawl across the ground, sweeping his eyes and sifting the sandy earth with his fingers. This was the third likely hiding place that they'd searched. The last two hadn't had a scrap of evidence to suggest that a malthrope had even passed through. This one felt different, though. The usual signs were still absent, but there was the sense that they had been removed, covered up. It was difficult to be sure. Here was a patch of dirt a bit too smooth, as though a footprint had been swept away. There was a pile of stones that seemed to have been arranged. He was about to give his knees a much needed rest when his fingers came upon something in the dirt. He dug down a bit more and revealed . . . a bone.

	“What's that?” Munn asked.

	“A rib. Chewed by teeth a good deal bigger than anything around here ought to have. Broken for the marrow. Buried. Yes . . . this is one of the clever ones.”

	#

	As the Red Shadow continued in his task, clearing Maribelle's “black list” and quickly becoming her most valued asset, Dihsaad continued his search. He knew from experience that a malthrope was not like a fugitive or slave. One did not capture a malthrope by chasing it. Once the beast knew someone was on its tail, it would run faster and farther than one could hope to follow. The secret to capturing one hinged upon getting ahead of the creature. He would find a place that the beast returned to frequently, someplace it felt safe. Gradually the trails revealed themselves, and they all seemed to lead to a single place.

	#

	Maribelle reclined, eyes half shut and mouth half open. The front of her armor was covered in crumbs from some manner of pastry, and a strong-smelling glass of bahk sat on the table beside her. As quietly as the wind rushing over the roadside weeds, her best blade approached. He stood before her for a moment before finally making his presence known with a deliberate scuff of his feet along the baked stone walkway running in front of her place of business.

	“Ah,” she said, attempting as she always did to appear as though his appearance hadn't startled her. “Right on time, as usual. Follow me.”

	She eased herself out of the chair and ambled toward the deserted section of the city. Out of justifiable paranoia, or perhaps out of eccentricity, she never seemed to keep the specifics of a job in the same building twice in a row. It meant that there was always a bit of a stroll before he could be told precisely what she was after. This time, the journey took them up the slope, toward the windmill at the high point of the town.

	“You speak much Varden, Red?” she asked. She had a strange habit of engaging in idle chitchat as they walked, as though she were giving him mundane little errands to run, rather than sending him to take a life.

	He shook his head.

	“Millcrest. Refers to all the mills, see. That's what the blue-suits call these things here. The ones down by the water and this one up here. This town used to be part of Ulvard. For a while, the border went right through the middle. That was before the war, naturally. Couldn't tell you what they used to grind in these things. Before my time.” She began to breathe heavily as the slope got the better of her. By the time they had reached the windmill, she was mopping sweat from her brow. “I hate heading up here. Don't know why I even use this old place.”

	She led the way around to the back of the windmill, where a large courtyard was roughly enclosed by a tall, decrepit fence. At some point in the last few years, a section of the bluff had sloughed off, taking a sizable portion of the fence with it. The water could be heard rushing below. Most of the courtyard was scattered with broken carts and carriages, as well as bits of machinery that were degraded well beyond recognition. The windmill itself was surprisingly intact, a tall, roundish stone structure with a long, low wooden building about the size of a stable attached at the base. He'd never come this close to it, and now something about the place was putting the Shadow on edge. He shifted his mask forward a bit and drew in a slow whiff of the air. There was nothing but the scent of rotten wood and grain.

	Maribelle dug out her keys and began to flip through them.

	“Well, I've got good news for you, Red,” she said. “Just one job on the list, and it's an easy one. Pays quite a bit, too.”

	He stood silently.

	“You interested?”

	He nodded.

	“You'll be helping get rid of someone who made an enemy of a few folks with deep pockets and not much respect for the sanctity of human life. Same as always, I suppose. Sound good?”

	Again, he nodded.

	Her expression hardened a bit. “You interested in the specifics?”

	Another nod.

	She rolled her eyes. “Maybe I haven't paid much attention, but I don't remember you being quite so quiet.”

	He simply stared in reply.

	“You got something against talking, Red? Something happen to your tongue?”

	He shook his head.

	“Then do me the courtesy of a yes or a no when I ask you a question. Now, do you want to help me get this job done?”

	“Yes,” he said.

	She turned her head vaguely to the side for a moment, then rolled her eyes again. “Yes what?”

	“Yes, I want to help you get this job done. Please. Just tell me what I need to do.”

	There was a trio of rattles from somewhere in the mill building, prompting him to snap his head in that direction. Nothing seemed to be swinging loose in the wind. He shifted his attention to Maribelle again just in time for her to open the windmill door.

	“Good. Stay put. I expect the payment is as good as earned already,” she said, shutting the door again with him outside.

	He stood alone in the courtyard, anxiety building steadily, though he could not pinpoint a cause. Another few sniffs turned up nothing worthy of alarm, but each passing moment made him more certain that something was wrong. He adjusted his mask again, now attempting to align his eyes more appropriately with the slits. He scanned the courtyard slowly. Tall grass pushing through the paving stones of the courtyard rustled in the wind. The barely visible shadow of the windmill's blades shifted and slid in the moonlight.

	Then there was a motion, a glint of blue that flared and darted toward him. He sprang aside, dodging whatever it was and leaving it to shatter on the stones beside him. In a heartbeat, his hand was on the small dagger at his belt and his eyes were turned in the direction from which the blue stone had come. Then a sensation of raw, blinding pain wrapped itself around his leg.

	Breath stuck in his throat as the pain drove further and further into him, cutting beyond mere flesh until he was certain it was tearing into his very soul. He looked to his leg and found that a pulsing tendril of black was curled around it. The darkness wasn't something physical, but rather a shifting and writhing ribbon of dark energy rolling across the surface of his leg. The spell blackened and deteriorated the hide of his trousers, then his flesh and fur until finally his leg failed him and he fell to the ground. The pain was so intense now he couldn't even wrestle enough air into his lungs to scream. When finally he was able to turn his teary eyes back to the world around him, he was surrounded by a series of figures, some of whom he didn't recognize, but several he did.

	“Yes, that is certainly the voice of the elusive idiot who thought he could lock me away,” said the first figure, Duule. He gestured aside to one of the bulky cohorts who flanked him. “Hand out payments. Glad to see I've finally found a few people who can deliver.”

	While his man rummaged through a sack over his shoulder and pulled out jingling bags of coins, Duule stepped forward and delivered a punishing boot to the downed malthrope's chest.

	“I wouldn't waste any time finishing this one,” said Dihsaad, pocketing his payment.

	“Oh, I assure you, he's breathing his last breaths. I've just got a few things to do first. You, with the sword. Get that mask off him. I want to see what he is with my own eyes,” Duule ordered.

	Munn stepped forward, planting a boot on the Shadow's shoulder and roughly pulling the mask free. His beastly face revealed, all in observance recoiled, leaving him twisting on the ground.

	“It is one of those things,” Duule said, turning his head aside.

	“I could have told you that. It certainly wasn't any human I was tracking,” said Dihsaad. “I'll tell you, that gem strand that hid our scent. I wouldn't mind having that. I could make a job like mine a good deal easier.”

	“No, tracker. A one-of-a-kind item like that stays with me. I'm not in the business of donating priceless enchantments to the locals. Hand over the gems.”

	Dihsaad shrugged and tossed the bag of loose gems to Duule. The criminal tugged it open and plucked one from inside, admiring it for a moment.

	“Still. These things only work on mallies. Seems a shame to let them go to waste.”

	He tossed the gem toward his prisoner. With a desperate heave aside, he managed to avoid being struck. The gem shattered with a spark of violet light, and a curl of smoky black energy curled forth like ink spreading in a glass of water. Then, as though it had a mind of its own, the energy struck, wrapping itself around the malthrope's arm and bringing a fresh wave of agony. His hand tightened, fingers curling like a dying spider.

	A horrid smile twisted Duule's face.

	“Remind me to acquire the services of a few wizards. They make some useful trinkets. Enough amusement. Munn, kill the thing before it finds a way to wriggle out of our grasp again.”

	His henchmen nodded and grasped the creature by the tunic, hauling it from the ground. He twisted his weapon, leveling it with his victim's neck and bringing it close. The braid of gems was tied to the handle, and under its influence, the cutting edge of the weapon danced and shimmered with black and violet.

	“I always wanted to see if I could get a head clean off in once slice,” he mused.

	The others spread apart to give the executioner room as he recklessly took a few test swings, pulling the blade back and bringing it forward until it just barely touched the beast's neck. Satisfied with his technique, he brought the blade back and heaved it forward. The Shadow took that moment to thrust the heel of his good leg hard onto the foot of his attacker. At the same time, he threw his head back. The swing went wild, coming near enough to graze a few hairs of the beast's chin before the sword wrenched free of his grip, twirling off to clatter into to a bit of ancient equipment. The hulking brute stumbled and reeled, creature still in his grasp but struggling madly. The pair lurched toward the edge of the bluff, Munn fighting to steady himself and the malthrope doing all that he could to keep him off balance.

	“Get in there and help him, you idiots!” Duule ordered to his lackeys.

	They rushed in, but by the time they reached the tangled pair, they were on the unstable ground where the fence had fallen away. The telltale patter of tumbling soil warned that the precipice was in no condition to support two men, let alone four. They stopped short and watched as Munn finally got control again and wrapped both hands around his foe's neck.

	“Little monster! Little demon! I'll squeeze the eyes out of your mangy skull!” he growled.

	“Munn, you idiot, get away from the edge!” Duule ordered.

	The Red Shadow fought for breath, eyes wild and searching. Behind him was a long fall into raging water. He didn't know how deep it was, or how fast it was moving—and, regardless, he still didn't know how to swim properly. But his vision was already growing dim, and if he didn't make a decision now, he never would. He used his last ounce of strength to lash out with his knee, driving it into Munn's midsection. The mountain of a man pitched forward, breath rushing out in a ragged grunt, and took one final step forward. The crumbling earth at the edge of the courtyard finally reached its limit, breaking away beneath his boot and sending the two of them tumbling over the side.

	Both man and beast clashed against the face of the bluff and plunged into the rushing water. Each was weighed down by too much clothing and too many weapons, and thus each was promptly swallowed by the roiling surface.

	Duule and those in his employ crowded as close to the edge as they dared, watching the floundering forms sink from sight. The criminal was trembling with anger, and those henchmen who remained were wise enough to hold their tongues and thank their lucky stars that they were not the target of the anger. It wasn't until Maribelle exited her safe house and joined them that the furious silence was broken.

	“So. Job done then?” she asked. “Do I get my gold?”

	“No,” fumed Duule. “Once again I am confounded by the idiocy of my underlings.”

	“What happened?”

	“Somehow, even when the thing was half-crippled, it managed to drag the both of them into the river.”

	“You're going to go after it, right? I don't want that thing coming after me,” Maribelle said, her voice heavy with the very reasonable concern of a woman who has learned that the skilled tracker and efficient killer she had just betrayed might not be dead.

	“If a musclebound behemoth with his hands wrapped around the blasted thing's neck couldn't kill it, I'll be damned if I'm going to trust a river to do the job.” He turned to Dihsaad and the rest of his men. “Get back on its trail. Find it. If it is dead, bring it to me. If it is alive, kill it and bring it to me.”

	The tracker and the thugs were quick to comply, leaving Maribelle behind.

	“Wait! When do I get paid?” she cried. “I practically handed that beast to you with a bow on its head. It isn't my fault you let it get away.”

	Duule turned and glared at her. “You. Gold,” he said to the strongman in charge of carting around the payments.

	The meaty underling reached into the sack at his side and pulled out a tightly packed coin satchel. Duule took the payment and walked up to Maribelle, holding it out for a moment. He then turned and pitched it off the bluff and into the river.

	“What was that for?” she griped.

	“I asked you to give me the malthrope and it wound up in the river. Now I've got a lot of searching and frustration ahead of me to get it. Seems your payment should be the same. And as far as I'm concerned, at this point your real payment will be if we manage to kill the malthrope before it comes back and kills you. The rest is just generosity.”

	Maribelle grimaced and looked to the water below as Duule and his men departed. “I'm beginning to think I sided with the wrong murderer.”

	 


Chapter 23

	The mighty river grew wider and calmer as it approached the crescent sea. At a place where it was widest, a section near enough to the coast for the air to have a salty tinge to it, the Red Shadow's motionless body drifted to the muddy northern bank. Minutes passed before he stirred, and when he did, it was with a violent coughing fit. He rolled aside, pulling himself farther ashore and hacking up river water until his lungs were clear. When his breathing was finally back to normal, he slithered through the mud to the shelter of some tall weeds and tried to pull his thoughts together.

	He was chilled to the bone by the icy water. Where his body wasn't numb, it was throbbing. The arm afflicted by his attacker's dark magic hadn't recovered much. Three of his fingers were twisted and useless, and a stabbing pain still curled itself around his forearm like a thorny vine. His leg was similarly lifeless below the knee and wracked with pain. His weapons were gone, his equipment was gone, and the payment from his last job was gone, all claimed by the river. He was worse off now than he'd been upon escaping the plantation. Searching weakly, he discovered that the only thing that had not been claimed by the water was the old rag Sorrel had left behind, which had been folded safely into its own pocket in his shirt.

	If he'd allowed himself to dwell upon what had happened, he likely would have been overcome, defeated, but he'd been a free malthrope in the world of man long enough for certain survival instincts to become little more than reflexes. He had to assume that people who had done this to him would still be after him. He would need to get to a place they could not reach him. Where would the people of Tressor never follow? Only one answer came to mind: the Nameless Empire. It was a place where they, like he, would be killed on sight.

	He didn't have a firm enough grip on his wits to formulate a better plan, so north he would go.

	It took time and effort, but he managed to wrestle enough control over his damaged leg to climb to his feet. Once standing, he moved in a daze, eyes barely focused and breath ragged. Every few minutes he paused to cough up another splash of the river, but he kept going. He hadn't the presence of mind nor the physical strength to avoid soldiers from either army, but through a rare stroke of good fortune, the soldiers defending this stretch of the border must have been called to battle elsewhere, because three full days passed before his mind cleared, and by then he was well north of the front. During that time, his meals were composed of whatever plants he could stomach and whatever else he could scavenge.

	Now it was night. The journey so far had taken him north along the east coast of the northern land until the grassy fields turned to the rocky beginnings of a mountain range. All around him were pines, and far to the north he saw snow-capped peaks. He'd just managed to snatch up his first fresh meat since the attack, in the form of a squirrel that had not been wary enough. What little the meal did for his hunger was sufficient to set his mind to the long overdue task of processing what had happened.

	He had been a fool, that much he knew. He had been careless, weak. It had cost him everything. Had he been stronger, perhaps he would have been able to fight off the ambush . . . but they had been using magic. There had simply been no way for him to have been prepared.

	His eyes turned to the twisted fingers of his hand, still not quite recovered even now. With his other hand he touched a sore spot on his forehead, only to discover a crusted-over gash he'd not noticed before.

	A wave of anger swept over him. It didn't make any sense! He had fought off the griffin, he'd savaged Marret's farm . . . why couldn't he fend off a single man with a sword, magic or no? What good was it having a monster lurking inside if when he needed it most it wasn't there?

	His face twisted in pain as he tried to flex the fingers of the arm that had felt the touch of whatever dark spell had been at work. Swords and whips, straps and arrows, none of them had been enough to stop him, so they'd turned to magic. It seemed hopeless. Perhaps if he was any other being, or if this had been any other time, he would have considered abandoning his cause. Not now. He'd sacrificed too much. He'd let his only chance for happiness walk away from him. He'd committed irredeemable deeds. He'd felt his soul wither, shut his heart and his emotions deep away. The purpose was all there was. So the answers must be found.

	The solution had to be out there. Until now, he'd learned all that he needed by listening and observing. Ben, Sorrel, even the criminals of Tressor had taught him lessons that he'd used to come this far. But now he needed to know how to fight, how to kill. He needed to know how to combat mystic spells and how to escape dedicated trackers. No one would teach a malthrope such things. He could find his way back to the front and watch the soldiers do battle, but surely the tactics one used as part of an army were of little use to one working alone. Perhaps he could seek out battle on his own, find warriors and challenge them . . . no. If he was not flawless from the beginning, he would be hurt and have to recover, or be killed outright before he could learn anything. There had to be a way. There had to . . .

	His eyes swept over the scene before him. The clouds were thick and heavy here, blotting out the stars and leaving the moon little more than a dull glow. He'd climbed a fair way up the slope of the foothills, and from that vantage, the dim light revealed much of the land. This place was not like Tressor. There, a view such as this would have included flickering fires and rattling carriages even at this time of night. There would be signs of life and bounty. Not so in this place. He could see only one town: a small, tightly-packed hamlet that hid behind tall, crude walls. He looked farther north, where the forest grew denser, and something about the way the trees met the mountains stirred a memory from long ago. It was something Ben had told him when he was young, a story about a cave that was home to a mighty beast. Ben had said that the greatest warriors in the world would seek it out to battle, and they would fall.

	He let the story unfold itself in his mind. Decades of warriors entered the cave to face this thing, and none returned. It had done what he hoped to do. It had battled the best and emerged victorious. It must have learned much in those years. Become savvy in the ways of battle, either through instinct or wisdom. Slowly, he came to a decision. He would find this cave, and he would find the beast within. If it was an intelligent creature like himself, he would implore it to teach him its ways. If it had struck down so many warriors, then it was no friend of man. Perhaps then it would be a friend to him. If it was mindless and wild, then he would fight it. If anything could pull to the surface the rage and fury that had carried him through the battles with the griffin and the slave-drivers, it would be this beast. And if the monster killed him? Well, whatever the outcome, his troubles would be over.

	By the time the sun was beginning to add color to the clouds, his mind was made up. He would sleep, and when he woke, he would seek the cave.

	#

	For a time, the Shadow traveled steadily northward. The temperature dropped sharply as he went. Before long, the ground was covered with dense snow. The need to remain unrecognized as a malthrope had long required him to dress heavily enough for the stifling heat of Tressor to be nearly unbearable. Even stripped of his cloak by the river, the handmade hide shirt and trousers were more than enough to make him uncomfortably warm when he was south of the front. The cool air of the north was at first a blessing, though the farther he traveled, the deeper the wind sunk its teeth. By the time he'd reached what he presumed to be the heart of the forest, he was grateful for the layers he still had. Sorrel hadn't been exaggerating when she suggested that the cold of the Tresson mountains was nothing compared to what the north had to offer.

	For all of the faults of this northern land, there were benefits as well. The farther north he traveled, the fewer humans and the like could be seen outside of the cities. Once within the forest, there was seldom so much as a whiff of a human on the breeze, and little sign that a human had ever been to a given stretch of woods. Hunting was good in the forest, too. True, he was lucky if he smelled half as many creatures in a day as he did on the Tresson plains, and a fraction of what he smelled in the Great Forest, but there was more than enough to make meals quick and easy to secure. It was a dense forest, plenty of shelter and places to hide. He could make a fine home here . . . but a home was not what he was after. He was seeking the cave of the beast.

	For a time, he worried that he would never find the place. It wasn't that he couldn't find a cave. Quite the opposite—the mountainside was littered with them. The problem was that he didn't know which cave was the one he sought. He had no map, and even if he'd had one, he wouldn't have known how to read it. Some of the caves were marked with signs, but he couldn't read them either. Even if they had been in his native language, he wouldn't have known what they said, but these were in Crich, or Varden. Despite his troubles, he pressed on.

	To this point, everything in his life had been a struggle. He hadn't expected this to be any different. He reasoned that the cave of the beast would surely be marked, if only to warn the unwary of the dangers ahead, and it would need to be large if a creature was to live inside without ever being seen. Caves that met the requirements were rare, and those that seemed to be likely candidates didn't stand to scrutiny for very long. Either the place stunk of humans coming and going—certainly not something one would expect of a monster's lair—or a quick search turned up nothing.

	After weeks of searching, he finally found something. The cave itself was rather unassuming. It was somewhat taller than he at its mouth, and a narrow stream flowed from it. Surrounding it, though, was a veritable thicket of signs. They seemed to be written in all manner of languages, as the shapes and symbols were vastly different from one to the next. Others had no words at all, only showing human skulls and other strong and forbidding shapes. More threatening than them all, though, was the smell. It was far too faint for a human to detect, but unmistakable to him: death, rot, fear. Lives had been lost in this place.

	He breathed deep and looked into the yawning mouth of the place. He expected to feel anxious, fearful. Instead, he felt only resolve. Somewhere within this cavern was a being that knew more about how to kill and how to survive than any other. If he ever left this place, it would be with some semblance of that same knowledge. Whether he earned it through necessity or through experience, he would learn it well or he would lose his life. It was the way forward or the way out, and regardless of which, it would be well-deserved. There was nothing to fear for him now but leaving this place no better than he entered.

	He hesitated only for a moment when he realized that he was without a weapon, but pressed on regardless. He'd had no weapon when he faced the griffin. It was just as well that he had none now.

	Beside entrance to the cave, hanging beneath a large and detailed sign inscribed with every conceivable word or image that might dissuade someone from entering, was a cluster of torches and a few bits of flint and steel. The mere fact that neither had been stolen spoke volumes of how feared this cave must truly be. He took two torches, sparking one to life and pocketing a flint. Without another moment of hesitation, he marched into the maw.

	He wasn't a dozen steps into the cavern when it became clear that this place was unlike any he had been before. During his time in the Tresson mountains, he'd been in and out of many caves, and in his search for this one, he had explored many more. This was entirely different. The stream running along the ground had made the floor and walls slick with ice and frost. Then there was the sound. For the most part, he was following the running water to its source, and its trickle and flow filled the air constantly. It echoed up and down the tunnel, and into and out of more side tunnels than he could count. The sound multiplied and fractured, becoming a cacophonous din. For a creature such as he, a creature with ears sensitive enough to paint nearly as clear a picture as his eyes, it was confounding and disorienting, like looking into a pair of parallel mirrors and seeing an infinite hallway. Worse, it meant that the beast could approach him from any side and there would be no simple way to detect it.

	He moved more slowly, forced his breath to be as steady as possible, and sifted his every sense for anything hidden within the shadows and echoes.

	Time passed, though without the sun or stars to go by, it was difficult to know just how much time had passed. Gradually, the torch began to dim, but he pressed on, following the trickling water. The farther he traveled, the more the cave changed. It grew warmer. Where once had been a crust of ice was now a glaze of inky water coating every surface. The air became heavy and muggy, with a stale and lifeless quality to it. The passage that contained the stream was quite large, but the tunnels branching from it varied greatly in size. When they seemed large enough to be a potential home for the beast, he would explore them. Some seemed to fan out forever, but most led downward until the way was blocked by water. Indeed, anything that reached downward into the depths of the mountain seemed inevitably to reach a point where only water could be found.

	Just as the torch was burning its last, the stream that he had followed reached its source. The tunnel had opened into a vast alcove, large enough that the weak light revealed only the rocky and uneven floor, while the walls and ceiling were lost in the darkness. When he finally reached something else, it was a natural wall, smooth where the water flowed but riddled with jagged fractures and splits elsewhere. The flow that made up the stream was formed by a dozen rivulets leaking through faults in the wall. The trickling sound of water, constantly with him through his journey so far, was louder here. It almost sounded as though it was coming from within the very stone beneath his feet.

	He lit the new torch from the old and raised it high. There was little to suggest which way was best, but he noticed that a rotting scent was strongest to his left. Reasoning that where there was death, there was likely to be the beast responsible, he marched off in that direction. It led to a long, wide tunnel with a low roof and a slight downward slope. He feared that it would end blocked by water as so many others did, but instead the slope leveled at a point where murky water was only ankle deep. The roof of the tunnel was only just tall enough to keep his ears from brushing the roof, and the water covering the floor was biting cold, but the scent guiding him forward was certainly stronger here. He pressed on.

	Progress was slow, as he was forced to slosh carefully in order to be sure there were no pitfalls or jagged stones hidden by the cloudy water. The floor must have kept a bit of its downward slope after all, as more than an hour of twists and turns brought the water level first to his knees, then to his waist. The clash of frigid water and muggy air was shocking, but the scent still beckoned. It wasn't until the water was chest-high and he hadn't found any trace of what he was after that he decided to turn back.

	After a few minutes of backtracking, though, something wasn't right. The water level stayed high, and may even have crept a bit higher. He stopped, eyes wide with chilling realization. The floor hadn't been dropping—the water had been rising! He forced panic aside and quickly assessed his options. The last branching cavern that led upward was well behind him. The water had been below his knees when he passed it. At the rate he was moving, the tunnel would be entirely flooded long before he reached it. His eyes turned back in the direction he'd been heading. He had no way of knowing if it would lead to safety or doom, but he had little choice. If he had to die, let him die moving forward.

	Heedless of any dangers the water might hide, his urgency drove him forward. Almost as though it sensed it had been discovered, the rising water seemed to quicken its pace. Before long, it was hissing against the head of the torch and he was forced to sweep against the flow with his free arm to make any progress. Now it was neck-high, his feet only barely able to stay on the floor. Soon after, it was to his chin and the torch was all but extinguished, but there was a whisper of hope. He couldn't see it, but ahead he could hear the hollow echo of an alcove. The water continued its rise until he had to tip his head up to keep his nose above the surface. The torch finally went under, leaving him in total darkness. He released the useless light source and abandoned the ground entirely, pivoting to float on his back and scrabble along the ceiling with his hands and kick with his legs.

	Only the top of his snout was above the water now, and he was moving blind. His submerged ears told of little more than his thrashing motions, dulled by icy fluid. That left him with only his sense of direction to lead him onward. He tried to shut desperation out of his mind. It would do no good. Precious sips of air came fewer and further between until finally the water met the roof. His lungs were burning and heaving when finally his clawing fingers reached for the ceiling and instead found only more water. He worked his arms and legs hard, and not a moment too soon he broke the surface.

	He threw his mouth wide and took a deep grateful breath. Though they were no longer under the inky water, his eyes were still useless to him in the darkness. Worse, his skill at swimming hadn't improved much. Floundering in the darkness eventually took him to a wall. It was slick with the same coating of slimy liquid as the rest of the cave, but there were deep striations that made it at least climbable. He pulled himself from the icy water. Once free of it, he paused only long enough to cough his lungs clear. If the water was rising, he wanted to be as far from it as he could manage. He located solid grips with slow, deliberate searches using numbed fingers, and eventually found his way to a reasonably level platform to crawl onto. Once there, he collapsed, trembling from the cold and stress. The oppressive warmth of the cave chased the cold away in time, and the rest was forced aside. There were other things to deal with now.

	The torch was gone, and with it the only source of light he had. Without it, the darkness was complete. For one with eyes as sharp as his, even the darkest night provided light enough to give him shapes to navigate by. Darkness, true darkness, was something he had never faced. It was unsettling, and might even have been terrifying if there hadn't been far greater concerns to consider: he had no food, and the path to the outside was blocked. Perhaps there was another way out, but he'd been walking with purpose for many hours, and with a light to guide him. Trying to find his way blindly through unfamiliar tunnels would just as likely lead him to the bottom of a chasm as to daylight.

	Just as his mind began shifting and swirling with the first moments of panic, something else broke through and seized his attention. The scent that had brought him this far was near. Very near. The moldy, sickening stench of decaying remains was doubtlessly coming from this very ledge. He felt his way along on his hands and knees, always mindful of the edge. Steadily the ripple and splash of water was joined by the skitter of hundreds of tiny legs. Finally, his fingers brushed something rough and metallic.

	It was difficult to be certain by touch, but he seemed to have discovered the remains of a knight. There was certainly a shield, and with it many metal plates and leather straps. He maneuvered himself to a crouching position, balanced on the balls of his feet, and felt for the only pieces of equipment he had left, his flint and steel. He dragged it in a short, swift motion and conjured a brief spray of sparks. It wasn't much light, and it only lasted for an instant, but his eyes didn't need much. Using the light of the flash without washing out his vision was difficult, but in it he saw a swarm of tiny black beetles scatter. They had been feasting on what little remained of a fallen warrior. Sturdy armor that must have cost a fortune was orange with rust. It was draped over what was now little more than a skeleton with scraps of flesh clinging to moldy bone. Beside it lay a pack, discarded and open.

	It was a gruesome scene, but as he turned it over in his mind, he couldn't help but think that there was something wrong. He scratched out another rain of sparks, then another. Things were missing. The armor was undamaged. No bones seemed to be broken. There was no stain of blood. The sword had not even been drawn. There wasn't any evidence of battle.

	He grasped at the ground beside the remains until his fingers closed around the pack. Inside he found a lantern, dry of oil. There was rancid cloth that still smelled of salted and smoked meats, and wineskin that had been utterly drained. One corner of the skin had been chewed—not by insects or rodents, but by large, blunt teeth. It had been teeth like the man's own. This was someone who had come prepared. He had brought plenty of provisions, and he had exhausted them. It was no beast that had killed this warrior . . .

	The deeper meaning of the discovery had only just begun to come together in his mind when something demanded his full attention. There was a rumble just below the level of hearing. It began as just a tremble beneath his feet, but steadily it grew until it was rattling his bones. His heart raced and he crouched low, clawing for the grip of the sword and pulling it free, scattering the rest of the remains. He stood tall and planted his feet, eyes pointlessly sweeping the darkness. Gritting his teeth, he strained his ears, but they did him no good. The sound was coming from all around him. A deep breath told only of the stench of the fallen warrior. All the while the sound built, unrelenting. It reached a crescendo, the rumble shifting to a deafening grind and finally to a rush of water. He felt an icy spray of mist against his face and hands. The sound must have been a cave wall giving way, or perhaps some ancient natural dam releasing. It was no beast, but it was no less deadly. Already he could hear the lap and splash of water creeping higher against the wall that he had climbed to reach his current perch. He needed to find higher ground, and quickly.

	He made his way as quickly as he could along the platform, heading away from the edge. In just a few moments, he reached another wall, one that wouldn't be nearly so simple a climb. The floor at its base seemed to slope upward toward the left, and the echoing seemed more distant in that direction, so left he went. Eventually it led to a tunnel just barely large enough to crawl through. Tunnel after tunnel passed in the same way; wedging himself through whatever opening seemed to take him upward and away from the sound of water.

	Before long, the splash of water was well behind him, but he didn't stop until he couldn't hear it at all. The trek quickly taught him that, with a bit of care, it was possible to navigate by ear. A wide-open room sounded quite different from a narrow tunnel. Likewise, a dead end, even a fair distance away, sent more echoes back to him than the hollow reverberations of a clear path. It wasn't ideal, but a few hard raps with the pommel of the sword on the stone floor could give him a rudimentary image of the cave ahead. At the very least, it was enough to prevent him from falling into any chasms.

	An hour or so of tapping and crawling led him to what seemed to be a relatively dry and quiet nook in the mountain. He dragged the flint along the sword a few times, providing him with enough of a glimpse of his surroundings to see that there was no obvious danger lurking unheard around him. Satisfied, his mind was finally given the time to dwell upon his situation.

	The remains had not painted a picture of a heroic battle with a legendary foe. That warrior had withered away. He had consumed his supplies, run out of light, and lost his way. By the end, he had been reduced to gnawing on leather to try to ease his hunger. He had starved, and with a pack that size he must have been in the cave for many days before it happened. Surely if the beast were anywhere to be found, it would have encountered him in that amount of time . . .

	His stomach rumbled. Though he couldn't be sure, it may have been a day since he'd entered this place. He would need food soon, and he'd found nothing here that might begin to provide nourishment. A creeping coldness gnawed at his mind. After all he had been through, all he had survived, was this how it would end? Would he just waste away in the bowels of a mountain?

	The iron-hard shell of determination that had kept the dark feelings and thoughts away until now had finally buckled. Despair and fear were rushing over him. The impenetrable darkness surrounding him seemed to press down, closing in. It was over. He'd made the wrong decision, taken on a task too great for him, and now he would pay for it with his life. His heart hammered and his breathing became swift and shallow. Images raced through his mind as the maddening feeling became more familiar. He'd felt this same hopeless fear once before. His memories settled upon the day he had tried and failed to catch his first thorn elk. He'd found himself up a tree, cowering just as he was now. Shaking, his fingers found their way to the inside of his shirt, to the pocket he'd sewn there, and the simple swatch of cloth within it. He clutched it in his fingers as the scene progressed in his memories. Sorrel found him. She talked him down from the tree, took his hands in hers, and confided in him the one lesson he was never to forget: never stop trying.

	It wasn't over. He hadn't been beaten yet. He was still breathing, he still had his wits, and he still had his senses. He would not die as that knight had. There was too much left to do. Raising his nose he took a breath, long and slow. There was the lingering stench of the remains he'd left behind. Mixed with it were the scents of other fallen adventurers, older than the first and scattered. The dank smell of the cave itself seemed to be all that remained . . . no. There was something else. Something deeper. He couldn't identify it, but it was undeniable.

	Three quick sniffs selected a direction, two quick taps gave him a mental picture of the way forward. When the cloth was safely stowed again, he was off toward it.

	The way was treacherous. Despite being so far above the water, there seemed to be a permanent glaze of moisture on the stone. Even as his skill at navigating by feel and by ear grew, several times he lost his footing, and once he nearly fell down a drop that would surely have killed him. Finally, he abandoned the boots he wore. It was worth losing their protection to gain a firmer grip on the treacherous surface. When untold hours of travel brought him to a pool of still water, he approached it, hoping that a few swallows of it would hold his hunger at bay. Something was wrong, though. The water had a subtle smell to it that Sorrel had warned him away from in the past. Poison. Two more tainted pools had to be avoided before a pure one could be found. Near the second poisoned pool was the skeleton of another warrior, one who had learned too late of the water's hidden danger.

	It was not until what felt like days later that he finally seemed to be nearing the source of the mysterious scent. By then he was weak with hunger, almost lacking the strength to drag himself forward. As the smell grew stronger, he became certain that it was coming from droppings of some kind, and they were fresh. That was welcome news. Fresh dung meant that somewhere near there was fresh food. He forced himself to continue, and steadily the odor grew stronger, until it was almost choking. With it came a new noise. It wasn't the drip of water or the grind of stone. The endless tunnels smoothed and distorted it until it was nothing but a wavering, high-pitched tone.

	He was delirious with hunger and on the brink of collapse when he stepped into something pasty that oozed grotesquely between his toes. The sound was more distinct now, but his mind was too dulled by hunger and fatigue to work out the source. It was just a vague chatter at the edge of hearing. He fumbled for the flint and sparked a flash of light.

	What happened next seemed to occur in stages. First, there was an explosion of sound. The chattering became a thousand times more intense and was joined by an unholy rustling all around him. Random bursts of wind buffeted him from all sides, and he felt the sting and slice of claws and teeth. His addled mind first was bewildered by the blast of sensations. He then believed that he'd at last found the beast of the cave. Things latched on to him, screeching and clawing. He dropped the flint and tore at one of the wriggling forms, managing to pull it free. Finally he realized that it was a bat. Another time he might have run for cover lest he be shredded by their claws and teeth, but his shriveled stomach reminded him that he was surrounded by thousands of flying morsels.

	He swatted his hands and snapped his jaws, making a meal of as many as possible before the flapping and screeching died away. In the end, it was hardly a feast, but it was a source of food, and for now that was enough. He took a few minutes to recover, then many more to find the flint and steel he had dropped during the madness. It was an unpleasant task, but necessary. Now that he had a reliable source of food, and safe water could be found without much effort, survival was possible. That meant that come hell or high water, he would find what he was after, no matter how long it would take.

	#

	In the absence of light, the passage of time ceased to have any real meaning. For Shadow, life quickly came to be measured in how long it took for him to become hungry or how long it took to become tired. When he was awake, he explored. It wasn't only because he felt the need to escape, or perhaps even find the beast which may not exist. He had to explore, because if he didn't, there was nothing to keep his mind from unraveling. His sanity was like a handful of snakes, wriggling and trying to get free; every time he loosened his grip for even a moment, he could feel more slip away. So he focused on the task, unwitting adopting many of Ben's habits.

	In the back of his mind, he was always counting steps. He became familiar with the feel of the walls, the smell of the different caves. With each sleep-wake cycle, it became more mechanical, more innate. Soon he could identify a tunnel by the sound of his footsteps echoing off of its walls. The step count ceased to be a number and became something of a new sense. He simply knew how far he had gone.

	The tunnels etched themselves into his mind, and in time he came to notice differences from one visit to the next. As before, many of the caves and tunnels had ended in water. One in particular, despite being a long journey from the bat cave, seemed to have the coolest and cleanest water. He made it a point to return there regularly. It was almost a treat to refresh himself with water that wasn't tepid or stagnant. Slowly, it became clear to him that the water was a few steps farther each day. It was a puzzle, and thus a welcome distraction, so he returned more and more, filling his stomach as much as he could so that he could linger there.

	With each inch the water retreated, the stone it revealed felt smoother.

	Finally, there came the day that, as he began the trek toward the water, something was new. He couldn't place his finger on it at first. When he did, he realized that it wasn't something his fingers or his ears or his nose could tell him. It was his eyes. They'd been useless for so long, relying on the spark of the flint to do any good, even his dreams had become little more than sounds and sensations. Now he was seeing the dim flicker of light. For an instant, there was fear, as though this glimmer could not be natural, could not be real. When the moment passed, he rushed down the slope as quickly as its glassy surface would allow.

	Without his notice, a deep longing had begun to form in the back of his mind. Sunlight, a fresh breeze, the sounds of nature and life. They were such small things, but he had been denied them for so long that a craving had formed. Lurking faintly in the back of his mind, always present, it had grown steadily into a gnawing and desperate hunger. At the sight of what might well be the outside world after all of this time, the desperate need leaped to the forefront and would not be denied. His lungs screamed for a proper breath of air. His stomach raged for something besides bats and insects to eat. His eyes demanded to see color again, to see the world in more than flashes and moments. Everything else—the beast, his purpose, caution, everything—was thrust aside as the promise of an open sky called.

	As he drew closer to the point of light ahead, his darkness-adjusted eyes ravenously drank in the details. The walls were a marbled gray color, polished smooth as fine marble. He drew in a whiff of air and found hints of things he'd been without for so long he almost didn't recognize them: grass, trees . . . people.

	Sanity and control fought their way back into his mind and he drew in another breath. Wherever he was heading, it was thick with life. It was not long before the echoing expanse of the tunnel began to offer up voices. They were quiet, and they spoke a language he had never even heard, but they were undeniable. He forced himself to slow, to let the old instincts trickle back in place of those that had sustained him in the darkness. Now he was near enough to make out that the light he was seeing was certainly sunlight. It was reflected from the curved floor of the tunnel's mouth. He could feel a breeze now, the air drifting into the tunnel from the outside. It carried hints of humans, elves, dwarves, and other things. There were both creatures he'd learned to hide from and creatures he'd never smelled before, and there were dozens of each.

	It didn't make sense. It had been ages since he'd entered the cave, but he was certain that this was not what the entrance was like. If this was a new entrance, it was nowhere near the old. He'd walked for days to find the cave. There had been no cities anywhere near. Had he found his way through miles of mountain and ended up in an entirely different part of the kingdom? The caverns had been so twisted, and he'd been lost within them for so long that anything was possible.

	He'd entered this place seeking a beast. That danger he had been prepared for. This was something else entirely. There was no telling what he would find beyond the mouth of the tunnel. For a brief instant, he considered retreating back into the cave and finding his way back the way he had come, but the thought was quickly banished by the feverish need to feel the sun on his face once more.

	He crept farther, scouring his long-disused sense of sight for all it could tell him. He looked at his hands. They were raw from weeks or more of climbing rough stone and feeling along walls. His clothes were ragged and torn by a thousand snags on sharp rocks. His bare feet had been shredded and scarred. Every inch of him was caked with filth, silty gray muck from the stone walls and reeking droppings from the bat-filled cavern. He was withered and thin. It became clear that it didn't matter what he might find out there. If he stayed inside much longer, there wouldn't be anything left of him.

	Shaky legs and tense muscles brought him to the bottom of the tunnel, where he stopped at the very edge of the light. What lay before him now was a smooth bowl of stone, the last remnants of water pooled in the lowest point. The air held none of the chill of the icy land he'd left behind when he entered the cave. If anything, it felt like a brisk spring day. It took all of the strength of will he had left to keep himself from crawling down into the light to bask in the sun, but two unmistakable shadows stretched out across the bottom of the bowl. He held still, eyes on the shadows, but they did not move any more than a minor shift here or there.

	It couldn't be a simple coincidence that these two individuals were here. They were guarding the exit to the cave—or, at least, watching it. He listened as they two spoke to one another. It was a male and a female. A sniff of the air confirmed that one, the male, was certainly a man. The other was an elf. Both had a steady, weary tone to their voices as they spoke, as though the task at hand was horribly dull. The man seemed to be speaking Crich, Sorrel's native language. He'd learned to understand a bit of it in his time with her, but even so he could only follow half of the conversation, as the elf spoke another language entirely: a complex, nuanced language that sounded a bit like the one Goldie and Blondie had muttered in from time to time.

	“No, no. That is madness. A weapon shaped in that way would be impossible to use,” the man said, if Shadow understood correctly. “If one blade curved out, and the other in, you would scarcely be able to move it without slicing your arm.”

	The human's companion spoke a spirited response.

	“Well yes, perhaps as a thrown weapon it could work,” he replied, “but that is a great deal of craftsmanship to put into a weapon that can only travel as far as one can throw it. Granted, with a bit of levitation it might be useful, but can you think of a single apprentice who would use it?”

	The conversation continued in that way for hours while the sun climbed higher into the sky and the shadow slipped farther forward. He followed it down, wading into the water. The dip in the water washed away a layer of the filth that had accumulated in his time in the cave, and it earned him a slightly better view of the place to which the cave had led him. Beyond the mouth of the tunnel, the smooth stone pit spread to fill his view, looking like a clay bowl if it were the size of a small lake. When he edged a bit farther, he found that along the south side, a rope ladder had been rolled out, dangling down to the surface of the shallow water.

	By midday the sun had shifted the shadow of the tunnel mouth sufficiently to afford him a view of the lookouts. They still hadn't left, though he had little doubt that whatever they were, they were not guards. Each was dressed simply—the man in what appeared to be a padded cloth approximation of armor, and the elf in a gray tunic. Neither was armed, and neither seemed particularly concerned with the dark tunnel before them. Nevertheless, there they sat, glancing into the darkness from time to time and debating the merits of a nonexistent weapon.

	Shadow below waited and watched. Finally, another figure approached, this one a dwarf like Gurruk. He carried with him a tray with two steaming bowls that instantly grabbed the attention of the lookouts. They stood and greeted the newcomer, taking the bowls and enthusiastically involving him in their discussion. It left the three of them with their eyes diverted, a momentary lapse in their vigil. That was all he needed. With smooth, careful motions he slipped from the mouth of the tunnel, wading silently through the water. The ladder was an obvious trap, but his time in the cave had made him an expert at navigating slick terrain. With a bit of effort, he managed to scramble up the north side of the bowl. There was a scattering of rocks and boulders along the face of the mountain at the edge of it. He nestled among them and held still as the lookouts briefly turned back to the tunnel, then the ladder, before continuing their discussion. He had not been seen.

	Now he had a full view of the place he had discovered, and he could scarcely believe his eyes. Behind him was a sheer cliff rising up to the very clouds, and on the horizon opposite was an endless sea, but between them was an idyllic setting: a village, bustling and lively. Though the kingdom on the other side of the mountain was frozen solid, here the air was temperate, the grass green and the trees lush with leaves. Small huts, built simply of wood, were scattered on both sides of a central path that led to a large courtyard with a more elaborate meetinghouse of some kind within.

	Walking the grounds of the place were creatures of all shapes and sizes. Humans, elves, and dwarves could be seen. Here, a person spoke before a group of others, all seated and observing. There, a pair sparred while another watched. Tiny winged fairies flitted through the air . . . and just a short distance away, what could only be a small gray dragon was sliding from a stone hut. Its head was raised, nose in the air.

	A thousand questions flooded his mind, but he didn't have time to ponder how or why any of this might be. Lessons honed by years clicked instantly back into place. The dragon was a hunter, and he would not be its prey. Moving quickly before the beast could turn in his direction, Shadow scanned the village for someplace forgotten or ignored, someplace where he could hide and figure out what came next. Near to the northernmost part of town was an odd gleaming structure. It looked like a massive crystal tooth, jutting from the ground and carved with symbols. More of the same could be seen nearby. From what he could see and smell, it was the one place no one had chosen to linger. If he was to have any chance to avoid being discovered, he would have to make his way there.

	He sprinted silently along the cliff face until the boulders no longer offered any cover, then darted among what few trees and shrubs there were. He stuck to the shadows—what few there were at midday—and drew upon a lifetime of instincts to avoid detection. The long stay in the cave had not taken their edge at all. None of the people had looked in his direction, but a brief glimpse behind him revealed that the dragon had its nose to the ground now, and was standing precisely where he had been hiding moments before. If he wanted to be safe, he had to keep moving.

	The scaly hunter, little more than the size of a large dog, followed him slowly, sniffing and licking at the ground a few dozen paces behind, but Shadow refused to panic. He moved quickly and carefully toward the deserted section of town near the crystal spire. It was quite near to the cliff, and as the crystal spire approached he saw that it was at the edge of a roughly circular patch of identical crystal, smooth and gleaming like a frozen pond. Something told him it was best not to step onto the crystal surface, so he instead dashed across the narrow ground between the gleaming ground and the face of the cliff. When he made it to the farthest spire he hid behind it, venturing a peek when the sound of claws on earth stopped far behind him. The dragon was standing at the edge of the crystal patch. It seemed unwilling to go any further. After a long look in his general direction, it turned and paced back toward the center of the village.

	Two days passed, Shadow slowly adapting to the sights and sounds that he'd been denied for so long. It wasn't clear just how much of his sanity he'd lost within the endless tunnels of the cave until he was forced to cope with reality again. The voices, the sights, they were too much for a mind that had been whittled down to the husk that he'd become inside. This at least was like a normal city in that during the darkest hours it was nearly still. He slipped from his haven behind the field of crystal and stalked the town when most of the villagers were sleeping. Just south of the city's center was a building that hung with the heavy sent of cooked food. He slipped inside and found steaming cauldrons. He almost scalded himself attempting to fill his stomach before he could be seen.

	He explored the outskirts of the place, first as far north as he could, then as far south. It became clear that there was no way in or out, save the cave.

	It was not only the temperature of the place or the diversity of its population that made it strange. Shadow found that there were people here, particularly in the northern half of the village, who became uneasy and curious in his presence even when he knew he had not betrayed himself with sight, sound, or scent. For some, simply being near seemed enough to set them on the prowl, checking dark corners for him.

	Worse was the dragon, though. When it wasn't sleeping, the blasted thing seemed to spend almost every moment on his trail. It was confounding, because rather than the panic one might expect when a fire-breather of any size entered a town, this beast walked freely among the people. Some even seemed to speak to it, offering up a friendly hello or even answering questions that, if asked, had come as little more than a growl. Shadow's only respite from its waking searches came when a small gathering of villagers would assemble before its stone den and it would sit before them, surrounded by ghostly and unnatural lights and flames.

	Perhaps inevitably, while Shadow was making his way back to his haven behind the crystal field near dawn of the third day, dragon's vigilance paid off. Its eyes were turned to him as he slipped from one hiding place to another. As soon as it saw him, it raised its head and rattled a low sound in its chest. A dozen nearby heads turned first to the dragon, then toward the place that Shadow was hiding. It had alerted them. He'd been discovered.

	The air filled with cries in a dozen languages as people rushed from their huts to answer the call. Those few words he understood made it clear that he was their subject: “stranger”; “to the north”; “from the cave.” He abandoned all stealth, running full speed directly for the crystal structure. A plan, such as it was, formed in his mind. He would make his way to the northernmost spire and climb it. From there, he could survey the village from above to hopefully spot a new place to hide, then leap over the mob as it gathered at the bottom of the spire and sprint to his new refuge. Legs adjusted to moving slowly in darkness were already cramping with the sudden intense exertion, but he'd learned to push such things aside. The voices called louder as he reached the edge of the crystal patch. There was no time to slip around the edge, so in one bounding step he crossed the perimeter of the circle of crystal and landed . . . nowhere.

	 


Chapter 24

	Shadow slid to a stop. No sooner had he crossed the threshold of the circle of crystal than the world seemed to vanish utterly. He was standing in a void, blackness all around. It felt almost as though he had been thrust back into the cave, but he could see himself clear as day. He looked down to see nothing but more black, nothing even resembling ground, yet his feet stood firm on some sort of smooth surface. The chorus of cries coming from the mob on his trail dropped to nothing. He heard only his own breathing and hammering heart. Before he could begin to grapple with what it was that had happened, a voice seized his attention.

	“Well, what have we here? I don't recall being informed of any forthcoming trials,” said the voice.

	It was a woman, and she seemed to be speaking Tresson . . . though it was difficult to tell. It didn't feel as though he'd heard the words; instead, the understanding of them had simply thrust itself upon him. He turned to see the source of the voice. She was nearly a match for the malthrope's height, and dressed in a flowing black robe. Rising up from the hem of the robe were patterns of white. They looked to be flames, and, impossibly, they seemed to flicker and twist along the surface of the robe as though they were truly burning. Her hair was white and fell to the middle of her back, but her face was anything but old. There was a grace and wisdom to her bearing, and her expression was one of genuine interest.

	He turned away from her and burst into a sprint again, but he made it only a few strides before her form appeared again, wafting into existence in front of him. Her expression had hardened a bit.

	“Not so quickly now, let me get a look at you,” she said.

	Grinding his feet into whatever it was that he was running across, he changed directions and doubled his efforts. He didn't know where precisely he was hoping to go, but he knew that whatever this woman was, she was not something he wanted to face without time to prepare for it.

	“I said,” she began, an edge in her voice now, “stop!”

	And so he did. It was not through any choice of his own. She simply said the word and his body obeyed, arms and legs locking in place.

	“Stand up straight now.” Again, the mere suggestion prompted an instant obedience from his body. She paced around him, looking him up and down thoughtfully. “A malthrope,” she said, an eyebrow raised. The word was spoken not with disgust or fear as he'd so often heard it, but with intrigue. “I wasn't aware we had any of your kind about.” She pinched away a bit of the silt clinging to his fur and sprinkled it to the ground. “No, I see. You're fresh from the cave, or relatively so. And there is the residue of a nasty little spell clinging to your arm and leg. Best to be rid of it.” She swept her hand and the last trace of a pain that had lingered since the bounty hunter's spell had struck him finally faded away. “Odd that they would send you to see me before even getting cleaned up.” She brushed away a bit more of the silt. In doing so, she knocked aside one of the tattered shreds of his shirt and revealed a bit of the mark on his chest.

	Leaning close, she flourished her fingers and the grime covering it whisked away. “Well. That is interesting, and it warrants an explanation.” She looked him in the eyes. “In a moment, you'll find yourself free to move once again. I know that you're thinking of swiping those claws of yours across my throat and running. I mean that literally; I can see the thoughts in your mind. Please be aware that, as your host, I would find that act terribly rude. I ask little of my guests beyond basic civility, and I want to make it clear that any such insult to my hospitality would be inadvisable.”

	With a jolt he found he could move again. He took two wary steps backward.

	It took a few incoherent moments before he could find his voice after so long without using it. “I don't know who you are or what this place is,” he pleaded, “but I need to go. There are people out there who will kill me if—”

	“I am sorry to interrupt,” she said, “but I can assure you that no one here will do anything that may harm you. At least, not without your expressed permission. As for who I am and where you are, follow me. We shall have a nice little chat.”

	She turned and walked away. As she did, an impossible thing began to happen. Gray stone formed a path beneath her feet, and beside it, vivid green blades of grass sprouted from nothingness. In a wave spreading out from her, a world formed. The grass traced out rolling hills. Mighty trees curled from the ground in moments. The path assembled itself forward and back, crunching up beneath his feet and leading on to a charming cottage of wood and thatch that faded into existence. By the time she reached the door of the cottage, he was standing in the center of a field that stretched as far as the eye could see in all directions. There was no hint of the village, mountains, or sea.

	His instincts told him to run, but where? And even if he did, he was at the mercy of this woman. She could stop him with a word. Who knew what else she could do? There was no other choice but to do as she said.

	He stepped into the cottage to find it warm and inviting. The door led into a sort of all purpose room. At the center was a long table set with trays of fresh fruit, meats, cheeses, sausages, and bread still steaming from the oven. Fine, cushioned chairs surrounded the table, and windows let light in gloriously to fill the room. Counters and cabinets lined each wall, and the whole of the place had neat but lived-in atmosphere. At the far end of the room was a fireplace, an inviting fire burning within it, and on either side were arched doorways hung with heavy wooden doors.

	“There is a basin with hot water through that door if you wish to freshen up,” she said, gesturing as she took a seat at the head of the table.

	The malthrope merely stood, muscles still tense and head slightly bowed. Again, he felt as powerless and small as when he was a child. Worse than the way that she seemed to bend the very world to her whims was the disarming sense of calm she seemed to radiate. She was positively matronly and refined. It was like a demon singing a nursery rhyme.

	“Well?” she asked.

	“No. Thank you.”

	“Very well, then.” She motioned with her fingers and the dirt and grime covering his body pulled away, like a layer of dust blown from a disused piece of furniture. One by one, the tears in his clothing began to close as well. “We can't have you mussing my nice clean home. Now, have a seat, you look fit to collapse. And eat something—you're nothing but bones.”

	He quickly obeyed, settling into a chair. Sitting on anything but the ground was a rare pleasure for him, and sitting on something with a cushion was unprecedented. He looked hungrily to the food and briefly wondered if it was some sort of trick, but his stomach overruled his mind. His eager fingers snatched up a small ham and he tore into it. The woman merely smirked and leaned back in her own chair. It was the work of a minute to reduce the meal to a bone, which he then set about snapping with his teeth.

	“Tea?” she asked. “Wine, perhaps?”

	He shook his head, finally succeeding with the bone and licking away the marrow. The task done, he set the remnants of the bone on the table.

	“Thank you,” he said.

	“Manners,” she observed with interest, eyebrows raised. She poured herself a cup from a teapot and breathed in the aroma. “Now, you had questions?”

	He thought for a moment, turning over in his mind the raw power she seemed to have. When he spoke, it was with complete seriousness.

	“Are you the beast of the cave?”

	She burst into a delightfully musical chuckle, covering her mouth as she did. “Heavens no,” she said, laughter still in her voice.

	“I came here seeking the beast.”

	“Mmm, yes. Didn't we all?”

	“Then what is this place and who are you?”

	“Oh, yes. I am sorry. It is so rare that I entertain these days. Introductions. My name is Azriel. I was the first of us to come through that cave seeking the beast. As a result, I'm sorry to say, I was the first to discover that the creature doesn't exist.”

	“It doesn't exist . . . then it was the cave that claimed them, not some beast inside,” he surmised, his suspicions confirmed.

	“A great deal of them were claimed by the cave, yes. The rest made it here. After any time spent in that cave, and finding the paradise that you've seen here, it should hardly be a surprise that few who came this far felt the need to go back. Thus this village was formed. The finest wizards and warriors of the world, honing our crafts together, undisturbed by the rest of the world. We call it Entwell Num Garastra. An ancient phrase. It means 'The Belly of the Beast.' I'm surprised none of the others explained it to you.”

	“I . . . didn't speak to any others.”

	“What of those who greeted you when you exited the cave?”

	“I managed to avoid them.”

	She paused in her tea-drinking for a moment.

	“You were able to sneak into this place?”

	“Yes.”

	A wide grin came to her face. “That, my dear, is unprecedented. And bordering on the absurd. What is your name?”

	“I don't have one.”

	“None at all?”

	“Not anymore. There was one of my own who gave me a name. She called me Teyn. When she left me, as far as I'm concerned, she took the name with her. The only other name I've had that I care to repeat is Red Shadow. It was what I was called when I would follow the man who raised me, and it was the name I selected for myself when I needed one. But it is what I am, not who I am.”

	Azriel looked aside for a moment and took a thoughtful sip of her tea. “Red Shadow. And Teyn. It seems you may have a name after all.”

	“I don't understand.”

	“Did your friend ever tell you what Teyn means?”

	“She said it meant spirit.”

	“Spirit? Yes, it does mean that, but it also means shadow. I think perhaps 'shade' might be the most accurate translation. And the name you've selected for yourself speaks of shadows as well. Furthermore, you slipped out of the cave without being seen, an act well suited to a shadow.”

	“I only made it a few days before a dragon picked up my scent.”

	“Ah, yes. Solomon does hold quite tightly to his predatory nature in some ways. Still, a few days is a good deal longer than anyone else. 'Shadow' seems to follow you, if you will excuse the play on words.”

	He watched as she leaned farther back into her chair. Closing her eyes, she sipped again at the tea, as though it took her undivided attention to enjoy it properly. She was the first human, if she was a human at all, to lower her guard around him for quite some time. Even with the mask, those who saw him were either certain to keep their eyes on him or were anxious for every moment that he was out of view. Even Maribelle, for all of her seeming indifference, smelled strongly of fear when he was near her. This woman, Azriel, was perfectly at ease.

	“May I ask another question?” Shadow said.

	“Certainly.”

	“Are you afraid of me?”

	“I'm a rather powerful sorceress, dear. It wouldn't be far from the truth to suggest I've got no reason to fear anyone.”

	“Do you hate me?”

	“Hate?” she remarked with a tone that suggested the very word itself was laughable. “I've been alive a very long time. I've learned a great deal over the years, but possibly the most important lesson is this: take nothing to heart that you have not seen proven with your own eyes. So many years I wasted believing what I was told. So many things I thought were impossible until I tried them. I've heard the stories about malthropes. I know what people say. You're the first I've met. I don't imagine you deserve my hate until you've earned it. And I'll warn you that it isn't the sort of thing that one should be eager to seek.”

	“Do the others here feel the same way?”

	“How the others feel is immaterial. How they act is what is important, and they will treat you with honor and respect. That is our way,” she said. She drew a deep breath of her tea's aroma again. “Bless me, I had another question I wanted to ask and now it escapes me.”

	“You said you could see my thoughts. Why do you ask questions at all?”

	“Most people consider mind-reading to be a horrid violation. I certainly count myself among them. It would be terribly rude of me to pluck the thoughts from your mind without permission unless it was absolutely necessary. Ah, yes, that was it. Tell me, that mark on your chest. There since birth, I suppose?”

	“Yes.”

	“And the quickening? I have you experienced something like that?”

	“I don't know what that is.”

	“Let me ask another way. Has there been a moment in your life, and you needn't tell me what, that was searing in its intensity? A moment that sliced your life in two and left you only with what came before and what came after?”

	He shuddered.

	She nodded, “That's answer enough.” She looked to one of the walls and gestured toward it. A bookcase came into being and from it floated a thick, leather-bound tome. She flipped it open and turned a few pages with deliberate motions, her eyes running over their contents. “A master of every weapon . . . he will have the blood of a fox . . .” she muttered quietly, “Why did you seek the beast? Glory? Wealth?”

	“Every great act of combat I've ever managed was at the risk of my life or that of someone I cared about. I believed if I fought the creature, I would learn how to repeat those deeds. Or perhaps it would be intelligent and it could teach me.”

	She snapped the book shut, a wide and genuine smile lighting up her face. “You came to learn,” she remarked, adding with a triumphant laugh, “and learn you shall.”

	She set down the book and held her hands out to her sides. Into one, there appeared a quill pen; into the other, a sheet of parchment. She set the parchment on the table and wrote a few lines in a complex and impressive script. As she wrote, she spoke.

	“Teyn is a Crich word. Here we use another word, related but much older. It, too, means shadow—in a way. That word is Lain. It is a title, one that is rarely earned. I think, for you, it is something to strive for. Keep that in mind, should such an opportunity present itself.” She folded the parchment and casually produced a drizzle of red sealing wax, then a signet ring to leave an impression in it. “Let us go. On your feet.”

	He did as she instructed, and the moment his weight was off the chair, it wafted away, with the rest of the cottage and the whole of the world around it following. There was only he and his host once more. She was ushering him forward with a hand on his back.

	“It will be difficult, I am sure, but you must be calm and open with the people here. Be honest. When you leave this place, there will be people waiting. Give this to one of them,” she instructed, pressing the parchment into his hand. “You will be taken to the elder. When you meet him, be as forthcoming as you have been with me. He will see to it that you learn what you wish to learn.”

	“But,” he began, stopping as she turned to face him, “you do not even know why I wish to learn these things.”

	“But I do, dear, though perhaps you do not.” She brushed his shoulders and clasped them tight, looking him in the eye. “You carry a heavy weight, child. Perhaps you do not feel it, but it is resting squarely upon your shoulders. There is a darkness about you, but a great light within you. I see the strength to do what fate asks. It is up to you to find that strength. Now, go. And good luck to you.”

	Her final words were delivered as her figure drifted apart like smoke in a breeze. The darkness around him did the same; without moving, he found himself once again standing in the shadow of a cliff, the cool smoothness of crystal beneath his bare feet and a semicircle of anxious and excited villagers staring at him expectantly. They kept their distance at the edge of the crystal, unwilling to enter.

	Foremost among them was a woman, an elf. She was perhaps thirty years old to look at her, but one of her race could easily have been decades older without showing a hint of the additional years. She was tall and slender, ears pointed and deep brown hair woven into a braid. She looked him over, judging something about his posture before turning and addressing the others. She spoke in short precise instructions in a language he didn't recognize and motioned for the crowd to back away. When she alone stood near the edge of the crystal, she took a step back and beckoned, uttering foreign words in a reassuring tone.

	He stepped over the threshold, feeling the pressure of the stares of half the village. The woman spoke again, nodding and indicating the parchment. He held it out to her and she took it, investigating the seal before breaking it and reading the message within. When she was through she nodded once and looked him in the eye.

	“Follow me,” she said.

	#

	The crowd parted as the malthrope was led through. Though being the focus of their attention still bored into him, there was something different about the way these people looked at him. On the other rare occasions he'd been paraded before a group of “civilized” creatures like men and elves there had been outright, unmasked disdain. The disgust was not wholly absent here, but where it was present, it was kept beneath the surface, hidden from him in the same way that they may do each other the courtesy of setting their prejudice aside when face to face. Many, though, seemed fascinated. No doubt most had never seen a malthrope in the flesh. Whereas people elsewhere seemed grateful for that fact, here there were those who were clamoring for a better look. It did little to decrease his discomfort.

	He had come to this place expecting to clash with a bloodthirsty creature. At this moment, he would have greatly preferred if he had.

	“Are you well? Do you need a healer?” the woman asked. She spoke Tresson, and did so with a practiced precision. Only the slightest twist on her words betrayed the fact that it was not her native language.

	“No,” he stated.

	“Do you require a meal?”

	“No.”

	“Though you had no way of knowing, I must inform you that what you did, entering the crystal arena without time to prepare, was foolish. Azriel is a phenomenal wizard, but her diplomacy and patience are each something less than desirable,” the woman said. “I trust she did not do anything regrettable.”

	“She didn't.”

	“She has written that you are from Tressor, is this correct?”

	“I am.”

	“And that you have no name, but that you may be called Shadow. Is this correct as well?”

	“I suppose.”

	“Very well, then.”

	She stopped and turned to him, prompting him to stop as well. Extending her left hand, she reached toward him, but he backed away. She furrowed her brow.

	“This is how one initiates the traditional Tresson greeting between friends, is it not?” she asked.

	Shadow brought to mind the handful of times he had seen Jarrad or Marret greet their friends on the plantation. Reluctantly, he stepped forward and allowed her to clasp his right shoulder with her left hand while he returned the gesture.

	“I am Ryala of Entwell. Welcome,” she said. The more she spoke, the more it became clear that there was a crispness and efficiency to everything she did, as though she was checking items off of a carefully prepared list as she went along. She turned back to the path ahead and continued. “I am the personal apprentice to the Elder. As is traditional for all newcomers, you are to be brought to him for review. Do you speak any languages other than Tresson?”

	“Some Crich. Less Varden.”

	“In Entwell, we speak the languages with which we are most comfortable, and we expect our fellow villagers to do us the courtesy of learning to understand. You will find that we all can understand Tresson, and some may speak it to you, but for the others you'll need to listen and learn. The Elder speaks an ancient dialect native to South Crescent. I will translate for you. Can you read or write?”

	“No.”

	“You will be taught to do so.”

	“What have I done to earn any of this?”

	“You have reached this place, Shadow. You faced the trial of the cave and you overcame it. It takes skill, perseverance, and luck to do so even if you know the way. Having passed that test, you are one of us.”

	“You don't care that I am a malthrope?”

	“We have humans, elves, fairies, dwarves, nymphs, dryads, and a dragon. Never before have we had a malthrope, but any creature with the wisdom to teach or the desire to learn has a place here.” She raised the parchment. “Azriel believes that you have both, and much more. From what little I have seen thus far, her judgment seems sound.”

	Their journey took them to the center of the village, where the largest and most grand of its structures could be found. It was tall, its two-tiered roof rising to perhaps three stories and slanted gently along its length. Like many of the cottages, it was round, and windows were spaced at regular intervals along the walls. They revealed a mostly open interior. The wood was left mostly in its natural color, though intricate symbols and ornate script had been etched along the edges of the planks and beams. She led him to the tall double doors, which currently stood open, and motioned for him to stop.

	Inside, men and women dressed in tunics of various colors, and one or two dressed in simple armor, seemed to be engaged in half a dozen different discussions. Some were huddled over books and spoke quietly. Others spoke with raised voices and threatening gestures. Presiding over them was an ancient-looking man, bent under the weight of many years but seeming to be the embodiment of wisdom and respect. He wore a long robe of simple cloth. It was embroidered with the same script and sigils that adorned the outside of the building. He was on his feet, looking over the pages in a book offered by a dwarf in a brown tunic.

	“I will announce you, and you will come inside. The Elder may choose to test your abilities. If he does, behave in any way that you feel is best. Nothing will be done to threaten your life, and I will inform you if you've done something wrong.”

	She stepped through the doorway. At her appearance, the Elder dismissed the dwarf and spoke quietly with Ryala. After a short exchange, he nodded and sat in what would have been a throne in another setting. Instead, it was a tall but simple seat at the opposite end of the room, situated atop two shallow steps. He spoke a few words and the various lively discussions were silenced. Ryala turned and motioned for Shadow to enter.

	He stepped inside, trying to will away the terrible feeling that this was all too familiar. He was being asked to step forward, to be judged. The last time it had happened, it had cost him his tail. What would it cost him now?

	The Elder spoke. When he was through, Ryala translated: “What are your skills? What are the things that you do best?”

	“I track and hunt.”

	The old man nodded and spoke again.

	“The Elder observes that these are valuable skills, but ones we have little use for in this place. Food is plentiful without the need to hunt,” Ryala said. The Elder smiled and muttered a few more words. Ryala continued. “Unless, of course, you hunt a different sort of prey.”

	“I hunt what I am told to hunt, what I am paid to hunt.”

	“The Elder wishes to assure you that there is no need to be evasive. Are you a bounty hunter or an assassin?”

	Shadow looked to those around him. None seemed apprehensive. Those who were armed were not reaching for their weapons, and those who were unarmed were not eying the exit. “I have been both.”

	The answer caused no stir.

	“There are many such hunters among us. Are you skilled?”

	“Not skilled enough.”

	The Elder nodded, and held out his hand. Ryala handed him the parchment. He looked it over, then spoke again.

	“Azriel speaks of a mark on your chest. Show it.”

	He opened his recently repaired shirt. At the sight of the mark over his heart, the interest in him intensified, and whispers were scattered about the room.

	“Tell us, have you any family?”

	“No. My mother is dead. I never met my father. There is no one else that I know of.”

	“Have you received any mystic training?”

	“No.”

	“You have a powerful soul. You might consider it. Have you been trained in any weapons?”

	“No.”

	There was another stir and a wave of whispers. The Elder closed his eyes for a moment, then began to issue orders not only to Ryala, but to several of the younger occupants of the room. When he was through dispatching orders, Ryala turned to Shadow.

	“Follow me,” she said, leading him out the door. “An opponent is being selected and you will be asked to defend yourself.”

	“Why?”

	“Because the Elder wishes to see what combat skills you may have. He believes that though you claim to have no training, someone of your species having selected your career would not be alive unless you had attained some level of proficiency in defense.”

	“What if I refuse?”

	“Then we will be unaware of your abilities, and you will have far greater difficulty finding a master willing to take you as an apprentice.”

	“I don't understand.”

	“In Entwell, we are all students, and we are all masters. You will share with us what you know, and we will do the same. Whatever you wish to learn shall be taught to you, but only if you can convince a master to take you on as a student. Showing what you can do will go a long way to easing that process.”

	“What sort of things do you teach?”

	“Armed and unarmed combat, stealth, weapon-crafting, elemental magics, white magic, black magic, and many other things besides. Like you, each master entered this place alone or as part of a group, and each believed that they would find a creature that had bested every warrior before them. As such, each is among the most skilled in their craft, and each has been honing those skills against one another since their arrival. You will find no better teachers anywhere in the world.”

	“And you would teach me even knowing that I have been an assassin?”

	“The nature of your role is of little importance. There is no inherent evil to being an assassin, any more than there is evil inherent to any manner of warrior. Indeed, an assassin, working as an individual, can often achieve through a single kill what would otherwise require a pair of armies and thousands of lost lives. What could be more noble? As with so many other things, the virtue or sin comes not only from the act, but from the purpose as well. If you serve a virtuous cause, then you are virtuous. And even if you were a villain and scoundrel before entering the cave, in reaching the village, you have been given a chance to better yourself and in doing so to better us all.”

	There was an odd quality to the words as she spoke them. She did not speak as though she were preaching a philosophy or doctrine. It felt more as though it was a simple explanation, a fact of existence of which she was helpfully educating him. How she said it didn't matter, though. What mattered were the words themselves. Shadow had resigned himself to the path of darkness when he allowed himself to take a life. It had never occurred to him that such an act could be considered righteous or just. To hear such words now, to hear that perhaps in the right cause he might find redemption, caused the tiniest glimmer of hope in his soul. It may be that what he whispered to himself when his shame was at his greatest, that the good of his deeds might outweigh the bad, could have the ring of truth. He let the word sink into his mind, then he tucked them away and turned back to the matter at hand.

	The people here were wise. They were powerful. They knew how to do things that he didn't. There may not have been a beast for him to fight, but all of the skills and knowledge that such a creature might have had to offer were present in this place. They seemed to accept him, or at least tolerate him, and they claimed to be willing to teach him. It was too good to be true. He would have to be vigilant for the inevitable moment when their true intentions became clear—but until then, he would absorb all that he could.

	He was led into the center of the grassy courtyard surrounding the Elder's building. Many of those within the building, mostly the ones dressed in combat garb, had followed. A flood of similarly-dressed people from the south side of the village had begun to assemble into a wide circle with Shadow and Ryala at the center. Scattered amongst the crowd were more than a few individuals with a less overtly military look. They invariably wore brightly colored garb—white, black, blue, red, yellow, and brown. Fluttering above the crowd and watching with rapt interest was a dragonfly-winged fairy dressed in a swatch of red cloth, and snaking its way through the crowd was the dog-sized gray dragon that had revealed him just a short time ago.

	“Step into the center of the courtyard,” Ryala instructed. “Your opponent will present himself and the match will then begin. It will continue until the Elder is satisfied. You may request any training weapon you wish, and padded armor will be provided if you wish.”

	“I require none.”

	“Very well. Do whatever you feel you must to defend yourself, but do not attempt to take a life.”

	He nodded, and a moment later a man stepped out of the crowd toward him. The man was lean and tall, though Shadow was taller and leaner. He had dark skin, his hair cropped short and a scar interrupting one eyebrow. In one hand, he held a wooden pole with strips of cloth braided about its center, a quarterstaff. He was layered in padded clothes, but when he saw his foe, he turned to Ryala and spoke. She nodded. He handed the weapon to her, stripping off the padding as well. When he wore only a shirt and trousers, he stepped up and assumed a defensive posture. Shadow did the same.

	The moment felt strangely serene. It was raw, simple. He had entered the cave seeking trial by combat, and finally the moment had come. It didn't matter why these people were here. It didn't matter why they seemed to accept him when no one else would. It didn't even matter if this was a trick and they wished to kill him. In this moment, the intention was pure. He wasn't wearing a mask. He wasn't pretending to be something he was not. Instincts of survival and combat—things that he had needed to lock away to live in the world of man—came alive. His pulse quickened in anticipation. His clawed fingers flexed. His senses sharpened. They wanted to fight him, to see what he could do. He wanted to show them.

	His foe made the first move, coming in with a thrusting kick. The man looked to be a human, but he moved far faster and far more precisely than Shadow had ever seen. Even so, the attack was not quick enough to meet its target. Shadow sidestepped the attack, but the fighter somehow smoothly continued into a second strike. He narrowly dodged this one, too, and now the man was upon him. Fists, elbows, knees, and feet came at him in a flurry of attacks. Some he dodged, some he slapped away, others he blocked with crossed arms or raised knees. A few slipped through. He tried to make sure that those strikes that landed were those targeted at the least vulnerable areas, but precious few were so aimed.

	In a practiced motion, the fighter swept a leg behind Shadow's knee and threw him off balance. He stumbled and fell backward, catching himself on his hands and scrambling awkwardly away. His foe closed in to capitalize on the vulnerable position, but Shadow threw himself to his back, coiled his legs, and planted his heels on the warrior's chest. A swift double kick forced the man back, and while he was still reeling, Shadow sprung to his feet and the fight continued. It was getting faster and more furious with each moment. Though the Entwell resident had precision and strategy on his side, the malthrope's wild and unpredictable combat kept him off balance. Both fighters were taking a fair amount of punishment as a result, but there was no indication that either was ready to admit defeat.

	Perhaps it was the fact that he was finally letting his raw aggression take hold after it had been suppressed for so long, but as the battle raged on he found himself slipping further and further away, letting the simplest parts of his mind take control. Grunts of exertion became growls. Dodges aside became darting strikes forward. His teeth were bared, his senses on fire. It wasn't blood lust or anger—it was the raw exhilaration of the act.

	Had he not been so focused on the battle, he might have heard the mutters at the edge of the battle. There was a shifting of spectators and the quiet whisper of orders. Instead, he fought harder and reveled in his opponent's ability to meet the challenge in kind. The last ounce of real thought was used to keep his teeth and claws out of the battle, leaving it a contest of fists and feet. He was dancing from foot to foot, watching as his opponent held his ground and tightened his defenses. Each met the gaze of the other, and for a moment the circling and shifting came to a stop, each waiting for the other to make a move. It was then that the moment came.

	There was no single cause for his next decision. It was not merely that he heard something, or smelled something, or felt anything else in any measurable way. Some combination of his senses reached his mind as a command and he obeyed. He shifted his weight to one foot, tightened his fist, and turned, swinging his right fist in a wild backhand strike. It connected with the nose of an until-now unseen figure who had been approaching from behind. The blow instantly bloodied the face of the sneak-attacker, and the sight of the blood brought Shadow's mind charging back. Fear clutched his mind and he sprang back a few steps, eyes darting between the stricken man who had been approaching from behind and the opponent who had now dropped his guard and stood with his hands at his sides.

	The malthrope tried to watch all of the crowd at the same time, certain that someone among them would draw a weapon or call for a guard.

	“I didn't mean to do it! He came from behind! I didn't know that he was there!” he insisted, reflexively trying to diffuse the fury of the mob that had mysteriously failed to form.

	The Elder spoke, again translated through Ryala. “Calm yourself, student. The Elder is satisfied.”

	A pair of white-robed villagers approached the downed combatant while the original fighter offered a stiff nod of respect before weaving back into the crowd.

	She continued: “Your combat skills are rough, but promising. The stealth master wished to see if your skills of detection were more refined, so he sent one of his pupils to approach from behind you. It seems in doing so he discovered an aptitude of yours. Go now. Eat. Rest. I am sure you will learn much, and teach much as well.”

	Shadow's mouth hung open a bit as he tried to understand what had just transpired. The crowd was dissipating without anger or fear. The man he had bloodied was waving off the two villagers in white. They were presumably healers, and the bleeding man had no interest in their service. Strangest of all, he was chuckling.

	“Go, go, off with you. A bit of blood now and then is good for a man. Keeps him humble,” he said, his words spoken in perfect Tresson.

	For the first time, Shadow allowed himself to observe what the young man looked like. He was young, not far into his twenties. His hair was short and reddish-brown, and his face was clean-shaven. His clothes were black and tied close to his body with various thin straps. There was no weapon to be seen anywhere on the outfit, but there were plenty of loops and holsters to hold them if he'd chosen to arm himself. He pulled a rag from a pouch on his belt and wiped his face, then his hands. When most of the blood was gone, he smiled at Shadow.

	“A fine blow. You'll have to tell me how you knew where to strike! Thrilled to meet you,” he said, extending a hand and widening his grin. “My name is Leo.”

	 


Chapter 25

	Shadow stared uncertainly at the hand that was offered.

	“It's a greeting we have out west,” Leo said, reaching down to clasp Shadow's hand in a shake. The malthrope pulled away. Leo's smile turned to a smirk and he shrugged. “Very well, we'll try that again once you've had some time to get settled. Let me show you around.”

	The young man strode confidently to the south. Shadow looked around. Now that the spectacle of battle was through, members of the crowd had each returned to their prior activities. No one was looking in his direction anymore. He was standing in the middle of a village, revealed yet ignored. Without any better options, Shadow followed the man who had moments before seemed intent on attacking him from behind. The man began to speak again without looking, as though it hadn't occurred to him that Shadow wouldn't have followed immediately.

	“You're a Tresson speaker, eh?” he said. “We don't get many native Tressons since the war began. It stands to reason, of course. The only reasonable entrance to the Cave of the Beast is in Ulvard. I don't imagine they would be eager to let a warrior from the opposition cross the border just to test himself against the beast.” He turned back to Shadow and noticed the look of vague unease on his face. “Something wrong?”

	“No one is staring at me.”

	He grinned. “You'll need to get used to that. It takes an awful lot to hold the attention of a denizen of Entwell. We have our own interests.”

	“But I'm a malthrope.”

	“That you are,” Leo said, looking him up and down. “Forgive me if I'm not treating you with the proper fear or revulsion, but, to be perfectly honest, I thought your kind was a myth. Now that I'm meeting one face to face, I expected something with more muscles—and some bigger fangs, perhaps. Still . . .” He blotted a fresh trickle of blood from his nose. “You don't disappoint.”

	As they walked, the strangely jovial fellow pointed and described the various sights. They were entering the southern half of the village. The huts and cottages here were just the same as those to the north, but the people were markedly different. Weapons abounded, and not only the wooden training sort. Small courtyards were marked off, and racks of weapons of every type could be seen. There were simple things like axes and swords, but also odd contraptions he couldn't identify. Some were made from chain and wood. Others were curves of metal that seemed too delicate or complex to be of use. There were slender longbows, stout crossbows, slings, bolos . . . an armory of equipment and each with an avid user. There were mock battles happening outside many of the huts: graceful elves clashing with needle-thin swords, hearty dwarves heaving clubs at one another, humans fighting with bare fists.

	Strangest of all, everyone seemed utterly at ease with it.

	“That is Domar. He's at his best with pole arms, but lately he's been giving daggers a try, of all things. Trilla and Mia are doubtlessly our best knife-throwers, but which of the two is best is a point of debate, particularly between them. The food is served in a hut back in that direction. If you'd like to talk about having a weapon made, our smiths are the center of Warrior's Side and the carpenters are closer to the mountain. Basic weapons are done by Kafner and his apprentices. Croyden is our higher-level crafter for edged weapons . . .”

	“Where are you taking me?”

	“We're heading down to your hut. We've got a few built down at the southern fringe of town that aren't occupied yet.”

	“You are giving me a place to live?”

	“Of course! Unless you are more comfortable spending your nights under the stars.” Leo looked to Shadow and grinned again. “You look like a fellow with an awful lot of questions. We are all students here. If you've got a question, ask. We live to find answers. Is there something wrong?”

	Shadow stopped and looked around him once more.

	“All of this is wrong. This isn't how the world works. This isn't how people behave. Not around someone like me.”

	Leo laughed. “Look around you. Those two?” He pointed to a pair of humans engaged in an animated debate. “They come from warring tribes. Those elves over there? Their families are ancient rivals. Anywhere else, they would kill each other on sight. Here they wield weapons against each other every day without a drop of blood to show for it. Half of the people here have got a reason to kill the other half, and yet once they reached this place they found their common ground. Don't ask me why it works. Maybe it is the cave. Perhaps having to survive something like that makes you treasure every moment that comes after. Or perhaps it is the fact that every man and woman in this place came seeking to prove that they were the best, and when they reached Entwell they found the very opponents best able to challenge them for such a title.

	“I swear, you can come here looking to learn anything in the world, and the one answer you'll never find is how this place could have come to be. The stars simply aligned. All that is certain is that once the wizards and warriors of the world reached this place, they found their peers, and few have ever felt the need to leave.”

	“What is expected of me?”

	“Not much more than you would expect from yourself. You will be asked to learn at least two skills from the Wizard's Side and two from the Warrior's Side. If you attain a mastery level, you will be expected to take on at least one apprentice as well. The rest is up to you.”

	“The Wizard's Side? I will be expected to learn magic?”

	“We won't ask you to learn to cast any spells necessarily, but yes, something of that sort.”

	“I haven't seen much of magic, but what I have seen makes me certain that I do not trust it. I don't want anything to do with it.”

	Leo looked about briefly, then leaned close. “To be perfectly honest, neither did I,” he whispered. “But they've got some interesting tricks to share.”

	“What do you study?”

	“Ha! Until now, I thought I'd been doing a rather fine job of learning the ways of stealth. Seems you've provided me with a new hurdle to leap before I can make that claim again.”

	“And what of the mark on my chest?”

	“What of the mark on your chest?” Leo asked, clearly confused.

	Shadow tugged the edge of his shirt aside to reveal the black mark. “I was asked to show it in the Elder's quarters. Those who saw it seemed to react as if they knew that it meant something.”

	“Birthmarks and meanings . . . I couldn't say.” There was a call and Leo looked. Beside a small oak tree between two huts was a young woman waving him over. A wide smile came to his face. “My apologies, my friend, but I'm needed elsewhere. That hut there is yours if you want it. And about the mark . . . it sounds like more of the sort of thing that they would concern themselves with on the Wizard's Side. Better to ask there.” He trotted off toward the woman, calling back, “If you need me, just come looking. I dare say that you are one of very few around here who won't have much trouble finding me!”

	The strange man ran off and joined the woman, greeting her with a peck on the cheek and a few jovial words. A few other denizens of the village greeted him and the group set off to whatever activity they had planned before Shadow's discovery had interrupted.

	The malthrope let his gaze linger for a few moments, watching the friendly young man who had cheerfully accepted a bloody nose without an ounce of ill will. He then swept his eyes around the section of the village. At any other moment, if he'd found himself in the middle of a village, surrounded by people armed to the teeth, he would be running by now. Indeed, it was taking all of the strength of will he had to keep himself from doing so. And yet all he earned here was the occasional sidelong glance. The people here simply didn't care what he was. He turned now to the hut. It was a simple thing, perhaps even a bit smaller than the space he'd had on the plantation, but if what they said was true, it was his. A bed, a roof, and four walls to call his own. He sat on the bed and let his poor mind struggle with the events of the day.

	Something deep inside of him rebelled, the part of him that had fought for every scrap he'd ever swallowed and every breath he'd breathed until now. This couldn't be true. How could it? He must have died in that cave. Or he was huddled in the darkness still, delirious from hunger and exhaustion. A place like this, a place where he was just another creature, couldn't exist. But the blows he'd taken in the sparring match were real. He could feel them throbbing. He closed his eyes and gripped the wooden frame, trying to focus on it. It was solid. Real. If he could push the rest aside, let it trickle in slowly, he might be able to accept this place. He breathed the fresh air, heavy with the scent of a hundred nearby people. He listened to the sounds of the place, voices in the distance and the nearby buzz of an insect's wings.

	It was just another place, he told himself. There was nothing so strange about it.

	“Mr. Malthrope, sir?” asked a small voice.

	His eyes opened to a sight that did little to aid his mind in accepting the reality of this place. There was a tiny feminine form fluttering on gossamer wings in front of him. She was drifting to and fro, just barely beyond the tip of his snout. It was the same creature who had been watching his battle, dressed in a doll-sized outfit of thin red cloth. She was slender, and appeared to be quite young. Black hair was cut short and flared along its length around a pert and energetic face. Her wings had a dim glow to them, a deep orange around their edge like a candle that had moments before been snuffed out. Brilliant green eyes stared sheepishly into his. She had an apologetic posture, hands clasped before her and bottom lip chewed between her teeth.

	“I'm sorry to interrupt you so soon after being assigned your quarters, but I am an apprentice to the master of flame magic, Master Solomon.”

	“I have no interest in flame magic, or magic of any kind.”

	“Perhaps not, sir, but he has got an interest in you. If you are fatigued or unwilling to see him at the moment, please take your time, but he would like to see you as soon as you are available. He asked me to bring you to the Wizard's Side at your earliest convenience. Please consider coming with me? I would really rather bring you to him quickly. I don't get many chances to impress him.” She raised her clasped hands into a pleading gesture and bent one knee, her expression turning hopeful. “Please?”

	He sighed through his nose, the rush of air jostling her slightly, though she didn't seem to mind.

	“Why wouldn't he come himself?” he asked.

	“He heard you speaking Tresson, and newcomers like you usually only fully understand one language. He doesn't like speaking Tresson, he considers it too flowery, so he sent me to greet you.” Evidently suspecting his flat expression was evidence of an impending refusal, she darted forward, clasped hands held out imploringly. “Please! I will owe you a favor! He likes my partner Duncan much better than he likes me, and this would go a long way toward evening us out, I know it!”

	He sighed again, though this time she deftly flitted aside to avoid it. “Very well.”

	“Thank you!” she said brightly, punctuating the statement with a twirl. She flitted around his head once before darting to the doorway. “This way, please! I promise it won't take long.”

	He reluctantly stood and followed her. The pair walked along, fairy leading the way. She had a peculiar rhythm to the way she moved, bobbing twice to one side, then darting and bobbing twice to the other. It was as though there was a song playing and she was joyfully keeping the beat.

	“My name is Fiora, by the way. And I meant what I said about the favor. I'm very serious about that sort of thing. I don't have very many friends here on the Warrior's Side, and you'd be a great one to have.” As she spoke, she pivoted in air and floated along backward, facing him. Any words that she felt deserved a bit extra inflection received a full-body gesture, darting closer, bobbing upward, pointing with a full arm or kicking her legs. He was beginning to think she felt that someone her size needed to make a grand showing of emotion, lest it be missed entirely. “I know what you're thinking, by the way.”

	He looked to her sharply. “Azriel suggested that was frowned upon.”

	“What? Oh, no, no, no. I'm sorry. Not literally. No, no. I'm afraid I never got the knack for that. And it is frowned upon. Very much so. I would never do that. No. What I mean is that in a situation like this, it is only natural that you be thinking a certain thought, and I know what that is.”

	“What?”

	“You are wondering how it came to be that a fairy became an apprentice to a master of fire magic.”

	“I wasn't thinking that.”

	“You weren't?” She seemed disappointed.

	“I don't know anything about magic.”

	“Oh. Well, if you did, you'd be thinking that. Very much so.” She hung in the air, attempting to suppress the look of expectation on her face. When he refused to supply the question, she helpfully supplied the answer. “Most fairies, if they have an affinity for any one magic, have an affinity to wind, you see. But not Duncan and I. It is true that we both know more than a bit about wind, we both saw the way embers floated through the air and it spoke to us. Yes indeed.”

	Fiora continued talking without pause, until her voice seemed to fade into the drone of her wings as just another constant noise. The only time a statement stood out is when it rose with the telltale inflection of a question.

	“You know something? I don't think I've ever seen a malthrope before,” Fiora said.

	“And I've never seen a fairy,” he replied.

	“Well, that's no surprise. We try to make sure that no one sees us.”

	“We do the same.”

	“Why?”

	“Because people try to kill us when they see us.”

	“Oh. Well, it could be worse. For fairies, the problem is that people find us useful.” She said the final word with a shudder.

	“What is so bad about being useful?”

	“Different parts of fairies are useful for different things,” she clarified. “And even if they want to use a whole live fairy for something, they usually find them so useful that they don't let us go. My great-great-grandmother used to tell us about malthropes sometimes.” Her mind flitted about nearly as much as her body, it seemed. “She said that they are clever. You look clever. You must be clever if you made it through the cave all alone.”

	He glanced at her. “That's all she said? That we were clever?”

	“We don't pay attention to what the folks on the ground do much,” she said with a shrug and a bounce. “Do other people say different things? Well, I guess they would, if they want to kill you. I guess maybe things are different in North Crescent. That's where Gran-Gran-Gran was from. Well, here we are!”

	The journey had taken them past the stone bowl that had served as his entrance and stopped at a hut that was quite different from those around it. Most of the huts he'd seen were made from wood alone, or perhaps wood and stone. This one was built entirely from stone. It didn't even have a thatched roof. The size was curious, too. The structure wasn't even tall enough for a man of average height to stand, and it had a smaller footprint than a normal hut as well. The whole of the area smelled strongly of char, and patches of the hut and the ground surrounding it were blackened. A low pedestal was set up, and in a claw atop it was a rough chunk of uncut crystal.

	Fiora drifted to the doorway of the hut and produced what at first seemed to be a whistle. After a few lilting notes, however, it became clear that it was her voice, likely forming the words of her native language. From within the hut came a grunt and the jingle of coins. Finally, a form slid from within.

	It was a dragon, the same one that had discovered him. This was the closest he'd been to the creature, and the clearest he had seen it. The beast was perhaps the size of a wolf, covered in dark gray scales on its back and lighter gray on its belly. Its head was angular and reptilian, cold gray eyes with feline slits staring down the length of its long snout. Horns jutted back from its head, with smaller spikes sweeping back from its cheeks. The neck was long and serpentine, leading to a stout body with strong legs. Its fore claws had a hand-like quality to them, slicing finger-long claws into the gravel of the ground. Last to emerge from the hut was its lashing tail, nearly as long as the rest of the body and curling with prehensile grace. It thumped down to its haunches, rustled a folded set of wings on its back, and locked the fairy in its gaze. There was a brief exchange of trilling chirps from the fairy and rattling grumbles from the dragon before each turned to face the newcomer.

	“Mr. Malthrope, sir. I present to you Master Solomon, our master of fire magic. He promises me he won't waste much of your time. He understands Tresson perfectly well, but he will relay his responses through me, as he is uncomfortable with his mastery of your language.”

	“Very well,” Shadow said.

	“Excellent! Please hold still while he takes a proper look.”

	Solomon stood again, stalking around the malthrope. Instinctively, he turned to keep the creature from moving behind him, but this prompted rumble from the dragon.

	“Hold still, sir,” Fiora reminded.

	He managed to will himself into stillness.

	Solomon circled him twice before planting himself on the ground before him and sweeping his eyes up and down, tongue flicking. The penetrating gaze came to rest on his eyes, staring into them for nearly a minute. Slowly, it closed it eyes. It growled what must have been a question.

	“He asks if you are certain you have no use for magic.”

	“Yes.”

	Solomon's eyes narrowed.

	“He says if you change your mind, he will gladly have you as a student.”

	“Why? What is so special about me? Is it the mark?” He once again revealed it.

	“He says the mark may mean everything or it may mean nothing, but what is most important is the spirit.”

	The dragon rumbled one last comment before slinking back into its hut.

	“He says you may go now, and he thanks you for coming. And he thanks me for fetching you.” Fiora added this last statement with no small amount of pride.

	“That's all? He wanted me here to say so little?”

	“I'm surprised he said that much. He's very terse. Why? Did you have more questions? I'll take you back to Warrior's Side, you can ask along the way. We shouldn't stay here, Master Solomon is probably going to sleep.”

	She drifted off. He followed.

	“Why is there so much interest in the mark? Azriel, the Elder . . .”

	“Hmm . . . mark. Mark, mark, mark . . . I suppose they are probably thinking it might have to do with the prophecy. It is pretty intricate to be a simple birthmark.”

	“What prophecy?”

	“The big one. Tober's Opus. The one about the war. He finished working on it after he got here, though, so I suppose it might not be so well known outside of Entwell. It fills volumes, and it was never really my area of interest, but let's see what I remember. Mostly it deals with an unnaturally long war. A war that will never come to an end on its own. There are forces that wish to prolong it indefinitely, and naturally there are opposing forces. There are to be five chosen warriors who will unite to end it, and they will each bear the same mark. What were they? Well, one is to be a swordsman, and one a strategist. I believe one is to be a prodigy. Another will be an elemental, I know that. Then there's the weapons-master.”

	“Master of every weapon. Azriel read that from a book. And something about the blood of a fox.”

	“Oh, she was reading from an old interpretation of the prophecy. Newer interpretations record that blood of a fox bit as 'He will be a trickster by nature.' I haven't heard anyone use the 'blood of a fox' wording in ages. Funny, when you say it like that, it is a wonder no one was assuming it would be a malthrope all along.”

	“What would it mean if I was one of these chosen warriors?”

	“You'd go off and save the world, eventually. Around here, though, it mostly means you'd be expected to take part in the Blue Moon Ceremony. Every blue moon, we try to summon the shape-shifter. The prophecy says that she will only show herself if a Chosen is among those joined in the ceremony. There won't be another one of those for a few years, and because of its intensity, they don't usually let warriors participate unless they are exceptionally well-trained or hearty.” She assumed proud posture. “The mystic arts are no place for the frail. You'll need—”

	There was an odd tone in the air, one that had been approaching since shortly after she'd begun to speak, but it finally rose to the point that she could not ignore it. She turned with a smirk to a point of light that was approaching from the north.

	“Oh, here he comes. Excuse me for a moment,” she said.

	Fiora flitted into the air. With three swift and precise arm motions, each trailing successively brighter strands of flame, she seemed to spark into an equally brilliant point of light. She flared and charged forward, clashing with the approaching fireball. The flames surrounding each form burst into a cloud of embers, leaving Fiora face to face with a similarly-sized and identically-dressed male fairy. He had youthful and oddly cherubic features. His round face was twisted in anger, fingers pointing in accusation and voice piping in a multi-layered symphony of tweets and whistles. Fiora began a conversation with the agitated fairy.

	“Yes, Duncan, he's seen Master Solomon already. . . . I convinced him to, that's how. . . . With persuasion and diplomacy. Mystic endurance isn't everything, you know. You need to be well rounded. . . . I am not that far behind you in his lessons. . . . I'm not! That's it!”

	She twirled, flames sparking up around her again. Duncan did the same, and the pair began flitting clashing, sending splashes of flame and bursts of light spraying through the air. All the while, they made sounds somewhere between the buzzing of an angry hornet's nest and two piccolos in a spirited discussion. Shadow backed away to avoid being singed by a curl of flame. The spectacle continued until the whorl of flame that hid Fiora began to dim, her strength presumably flagging. She shifted from her own language to Tresson, interjecting between clashes.

	“Enough. . . . Duncan, enough! Hey!” she declared. “Listen!” This last outburst prompted Duncan to pull back and douse his flames. “We are being rude to our newest resident!”

	Duncan turned to him, buzzed up and gave a brief and courteous bow. He furrowed his brow and glanced aside, then squeakily managed to say, “Welcome, friend.” He looked aside again, twittered something to Fiora, then gave a nod and blazed away.

	“He is such a child sometimes. I'll get you back to your hut now. I'm very sorry about that.”

	The lilt to the little creature's motion was considerably more subdued after the battle, and her chattering conversation was reduced to a few cheerful comments here or there as she bobbed along. She reached the hut, gave a bow of her own, and fluttered off to her side of the village once more.

	Shadow stepped inside, shut the door tight, and leaned heavily on the bed.

	He closed his eyes and did his best to push away the sounds of life and community that filtered through the walls. It was too much, too quickly. He felt as though he'd been thrust into a new body, shoved into the life of one of the people he'd watched from afar when he first began to observe humans in his quest to find a way to free his fellow slaves. A tiny slice of his mind had craved something like this, a place where he could belong, where he could be accepted and live among others. Now presented with such a life, he was overwhelmed, almost terrified. Nothing had prepared him for this.

	He very much doubted that anything could have prepared him for this. Magic all around him, hurled without effort or care. Clashing weapons everywhere, but none of them used in anger. A place where no two creatures seemed to share a common history, and yet all seemed dedicated to the same ends.

	“A curious place, eh?”

	At the sound of the unexpected voice, he turned and struck, the motion complete before his mind had even fully processed what he had heard. With a meaty slap, his balled-up fist was caught in a tight grip. When Shadow had been given time to exert a measure of control over his actions again, the grip was released and the fist pushed away without retaliation.

	The man responsible was a match of Shadow's height. He was a human, perhaps a few years past fifty. His body had the sort of lean, durable muscle that is earned through a lifetime of training. His hair was a uniform mix of gray and black, and thin, but well short of bald. His clothes were dark—not black, but near to it—and had the same general features as those worn by Leo. Straps secured loose patches of clothing tight to his limbs, allowing maximum mobility with minimum rustling or risk of snagging. To one side hung a similarly-secured satchel.

	Shadow looked around, but there was no obvious place the man could have been hiding, and he was certain the man hadn't slipped in behind him.

	“My apologies for the invasion of privacy, but after seeing your skills earlier, I was curious how deep they ran.” He spoke in perfect Tresson. Not only did his words lack the influence of Varden or Crich, it lacked even the regional differences one might hear from various parts of Tressor. Each word was pronounced precisely as it was intended to be. The result was vaguely unnerving. A normal person shouldn't have that sort of detachment or precision.

	“How did you do that? Where did you come from?” Shadow demanded.

	“In due time, in due time.” He reached to his belt and flipped open a pouch, pulling a metal flask that had been tucked snugly inside. He popped the small cork from its mouth. The room filled with the sharp and spicy scent of a strong drink. He took a tiny sip and offered one to his host. When it was refused, he continued. “I've seen the look you were wearing when you walked in. I wore it myself when I first came to this place. When I saw the light at the end of the tunnel after wandering in that cave for too long, I thought I'd finally found it. The slice of the mountain the beast called home. Instead, I found this place. A village. It was devastating.

	“I had no use for these people, no use for people. The cave was supposed to serve up a beast that I could use to secure my legacy. If I could have, I would have marched right back into that cave and found my way home. At least there I could have a chance to find glory. Alas, the cave did not treat me as kindly as it treated you. I was near death, so I allowed the healers to do their work. The sort of withering wear that the cave put on me couldn't be solved with a few simple spells. Even with the best healers they had, my strength wouldn't return for weeks, so I waited and kept my eyes to the cave.

	“I wasn't alone among those convalescing, though. There were warriors recovering from sparring matches gone wrong, and in listening to them and watching them, I began to see tactics and techniques that I'd never seen elsewhere. Some seemed simple enough to counter. Others appeared fiendishly difficult to counter, if a counter even existed. The falls had started again by the time I was healed, so I decided until they relented I would invest my time unraveling these secrets. Those lessons led to others. I was asked to share my knowledge, and in teaching I learned even more. By the time the falls dried up and the cave opened again, there was so much I needed to know, I didn't even consider leaving. Now, twenty years have passed and I still don't know half of what I would care to know.”

	He sipped again.

	“Leo is one of my apprentices,” he continued. “A promising pupil, but for the last few months I've been having a problem with him. He's got some things to learn in combat and defense, but in stealth the boy is a step ahead of the best of his peers and two steps behind me. He can't best me. He can't even make enough progress to truly improve himself, but at the same time he has nothing left to learn from his fellow students. It is as though he has been climbing a ladder and he's reached a point where a few rungs are missing. Can't reach far enough to go any higher, and there is nothing to help him reach any farther. You? You're different. I would wager you've got a good deal to learn from very nearly anyone here, but your detection skills are more than enough to challenge him. I think you could help each other.

	“Now, I know I didn't like being told what to do, and I have no intention of telling you what to do, but bear this in mind: you have a blind spot. I found it. That is how I was able to surprise you. If you've got any interest in learning how to overcome your shortcoming, I am the man who can help you.”

	“It was magic. It must have been,” Shadow insisted.

	“Does that matter? If it was magic, unless you can trust your enemies to kindly refrain from using such tricks, you've still got a problem. If it wasn't magic, you've got a greater problem still. Either way, if you want to know, I can teach you. Keep that in mind. And if you decide to seek me out,” he began, deftly unfastening his satchel and pulling free a bundle of cloth, “you'll need this.”

	He tossed the cloth to the bed.

	“Ask them for Master Weste,” he advised, and paced calmly through the door.

	“Wait,” Shadow said. “What were you saying about the falls? What falls?”

	Weste turned to the mountains and smiled. “That tunnel that led you here? There's a reason it is so smooth. Most of the year, it is rushing with icy water, scouring it away, flooding the cave, and keeping what's inside in and what's outside out. Why do you suppose so few people make it through to this place? It is as much luck as skill. The falls are the gate to this place . . .”

	Shadow's ears twitched and his heart dropped.

	“And that is the sound of the gate slamming shut for at least three months.”

	The malthrope ran to the door and watched as a silvery sheen began to cascade down the face of the mountain, emerging from between peaks and crevices and gathering together into a ribbon that plunged down into the center of the hollow bowl he'd climbed to enter this place. It began as a trickle, but in moments it thickened until it was a thundering wall of water, filling the bowl and beginning to convert the gravel-covered courtyard surrounding it into a wide, shallow pond. Weste looked to Shadow, a sly smile still on his face.

	“Timing like that suggests that either fate has plans for you or the gods have a sense of humor.”

	With that, he went on his way, leaving Shadow to shut the door behind him, panic seizing his chest. When he'd left the cave, this place was an oasis, a place with food and water and light. Someplace to recover. He didn't feel comfortable, but he knew that the darkness and safety of the cave was always just a few bounding steps away. Now that path was shut, and he'd seen no hint of anything that could afford him safe passage away. He was trapped here, held until the falls relented.

	The knowledge of that simple fact made the sprawling village seem tight and close. The towering cliffs were the walls of a new prison, closing in. He glared at the bundle of cloth on the bed. Picking it up, he unfurled the bundle to discover a suit of clothes very much like the one Weste and Leo had worn, some manner of uniform. Memories surfaced. He had been assigned clothes before, in the dark days before his freedom. As was so often the case in times of confusion and uncertainty, his mind reached back to the words of Ben.

	“All of these people share a common goal. The same goal. To do what they must, to make things better, to live their lives, and to serve their purpose. You share that goal, and that means that these are your people.”

	It had been a dark time, his youth on the plantation, but it had taught him much. He was here because he needed to learn, and it was for the same reason that each had come to this place before him. Most important, though, was the fact that this time he came by choice. He set the uniform aside, shuttered the window tightly, and stretched out on the bed.

	When hours passed without sleep, despite his exhaustion, he climbed from the bed and huddled instead on the cold, familiar surface of the ground. Moments later, he was fast asleep.

	#

	For the first time in years, Shadow awoke from a night spent under a roof he could call his own. It took some time for him to come to terms with a few things that this new setting afforded him. He had long ago become accustomed to being unseen, and he was, at least, familiar with being scrutinized. This was the first place he had ever been where he was simply ignored. True, he felt a gaze turn to him from time to time, and in those moments, he saw distrust sometimes, or disgust. The glance seldom lasted more than a few moments, though, before turning back to conversation or study. And when it turned, it was not the swift motion of someone caught looking. It was simply that elsewhere had more interesting activities. He wasn't worth their attention at the moment, any more than a passing acquaintance might be. Despite this, more than once he caught himself stepping toward shadows or eying the low rooftops. To him, it was not natural, not right to move about in the open.

	He walked the grounds, smelling the air and trying to steel himself against the burning anxiety that had until now been more than necessary to keep him safe. He found himself circling the long, roomy hut where the villagers met to eat. He paced for the better part of an hour before he realized that he was instinctively waiting for it to empty so that he could steal a morsel. With a deep breath, he stepped through the front door.

	There were tables running the length of the building, and lattice windows lined the walls. A healthy cross-section of the residents were gathered at the tables. He stood to one side, his back to one of the supports between windows, and watched as the people of the village went about their meals. Each newcomer would approach a table perpendicular to the rest, situated at the far end of the hut. There they would take a spoon and empty bowl from a pile and present it to one of the villagers behind the table. The bowl would then be filled from a steaming cauldron and the hungry villager would take a seat. The hungriest among them would take a small loaf of coarse bread as well. It was just another thing that made this place eerily similar to the plantation. The only differences were the size of the portions and the presence of smiles.

	He badly wished there was another way to find a meal—reenacting another scene from his youth was a stomach-turning proposition—but his belly was far too empty and the scent of the food far too appetizing to wait any longer.

	He stepped forward, took a bowl, and placed it on the table. The villager manning the cauldron, a stout dwarf wearing an apron, dumped a ladle into the bowl. The food was a hearty stew, thick with vegetables and some sort of fish. The dwarf locked him in the same gruff stare that had greeted each of the other villagers and motioned with his head to move along. He took a spoon and some bread, sat at an unoccupied table, and nursed the meal, stretching it out as much as he could. When he was through, and the bowl had been licked clean, he stood to return it. It was twice the meal that he'd become accustomed to living on, but his stomach seemed to be aware that there was more to be had, and grumbled all the more ravenously. He stepped forward to place his emptied bowl with the others, but before he could, a fellow villager with a nearly empty bowl stepped up to the dwarf and presented it. Without comment, the server refilled the bowl.

	Shadow looked to his own bowl, then to the server. Experimentally, he placed the empty bowl in front of the dwarf. Sure enough, the kitchen-worker dunked his ladle and filled the bowl again. The malthrope reached for another loaf of bread. No reprimand came. Without leaving the serving table, he downed the contents of the bowl and snapped up the bread in three bites, placing the bowl down for a third helping when he was finished. He took the freshly-filled bowl and a third loaf of bread back to the table and gorged himself further, as though if he ate enough now, he could wipe away half a lifetime of living near starvation.

	“You know, the food will be here again tomorrow,” stated a familiar voice. It was Leo, a grin on his face. Before Shadow could reply, he continued. “No need to explain. You're fairly fresh from the cave. I remember my trip through. Three years ago and sometimes it still feels like I'm picking bat bones out of my teeth.”

	“Your nose,” the malthrope noted, when he'd swallowed his current mouthful.

	“Mmm? Oh, yes,” Leo said, touching the previously crooked and swollen flesh. It was now perfectly healthy, though only a night had passed. He didn't even have a black eye. “I finally gave in and let the white wizards have their fun. They do good work, don't they? Meanwhile, I see Master Weste has come to see you.” He indicated the new clothes. “It will be enlightening to have you among us. With any luck, I'll get a chance to bloody your nose.”

	Shadow narrowed his eyes.

	“Fair's fair,” Leo said. “In a proper, vigorous training regimen, one must expect a few bumps and bruises . . . and, on one notable occasion, a few severed fingers.” He spread his hand and admired it. “As I said, they do good work. You'd be surprised how little pain there is when you lose a body part.”

	“No. I wouldn't.”

	“Oh? Well, I'll trade my story for yours. Later, though. If you're through with your meal, and you're truly interested in earning that uniform, then you'll need to follow me. The day's instruction will begin shortly, and Master Weste requested I fetch you if you seemed interested in accepting his offer.”

	Shadow nodded, gulping down the remainder of his meal and placing the bowl with the others. Leo led the way south, and they began to weave their way through Warrior's Side. As they walked, Leo spoke.

	“It will be a brief instruction today. Most days we do drills and learn techniques, but once or twice a week he gives us time to rest the body and work the mind instead. He calls it 'enrichment.' At first, it was the last thing I had any interest in, but there is an awful lot to do in this place. Getting a chance to sample a bit of it is a treat.” Leo paused for a moment, likely hoping to inspire a reply from Shadow. When none came, he took a more direct approach. “So, from whereabouts in Tressor do you hail?”

	“Why does that matter?”

	“It doesn't. Chit-chat seldom does.”

	“Then why bother asking?”

	He shrugged. “Curiosity. We'll trade, then. I tell you, you tell me. I come from a mixed family. Mother was from quite far south. Far enough that her home didn't have a name, because it was just a cluster of tents that moved from oasis to oasis. Father was from Kenvard. He was down south trying to find a source for some manner of dried herb or another. He met her and brought her home. Things got dicey once the war started, but that's another story. Now, I've given. What do I get in return?”

	Shadow walked in silence for a moment. It was curious, but the vague obligation to reveal something of himself in return for what had been revealed to him was simple yet powerful. Logically, he had no reason to do so. He hadn't agreed to anything, and it wasn't as though there had been any true transaction. Nevertheless, the feeling was very real. There was a pressure to restore the balance of information. He noted it for future use.

	“My earliest memory is losing my mother and being sold into slavery, where I spent most of my life.”

	The perpetual grin slid from Leo's face as he processed the words. “Very . . . concise.” He cleared his throat. “We'll, uh, set the rest of that aside for now. We've arrived.”

	The pair reached a patch of trees beyond the southern tip of the village, where the flat land between the mountain and seaward cliff was just beginning to narrow. It was hardly a forest, but there were enough trees that the gathering was hidden from view. A dozen or so villagers, dressed in the same strange uniform, stood in a stretch of clear land among the trees. The grass had been reduced to packed earth there, and a few weapon racks and training dummies were standing about, each very well-used. The group occupying the clearing was a varied lot, but most had a handful of features in common. They were all very lean. The heaviest among them was an older gentleman, and even in his case, there was no fat on his frame. They were in peak condition, and each had hair cropped short or gathered back. Each member also had a subtle awareness of their surroundings that was immediately apparent. Eyes were already glancing in the direction of the newcomers even before the first of them came into view.

	At the approach of Leo, most gave a professional nod or a smile and wave. After a few moments of initial apprehension, the group formed a circle around the malthrope and looked him over. Some asked questions, though only one spoke Tresson.

	“How far away can you smell something?” came the only question he understood. It was spoken by a young girl, barely in her teens.

	He shifted uncomfortably, glancing to Leo. “It depends on the wind.”

	“So, like a dog, then. And you can track? Like hounds?” she asked.

	The sound of snapping fingers twitched his ears, then drew his eyes. The culprit was the older man, a gap-toothed grin coming to his face as he made a comment in a thick dialect reminiscent of one of the tribesman from the plantation.

	“He says the way you can point your ears at sounds is . . . admirable,” Leo explained.

	“He didn't say admirable,” the girl countered.

	“That's enough, all of you,” said Master Weste, who had managed to arrive unobserved by all. “You should each be uniquely aware of the discomfort caused by being the center of attention when that is something you wish to avoid. Let us do our newest student the courtesy of treating him as we would treat each other. Or, in your case,” he said, indicating the girl, “treating him better than we would treat each other.”

	“What? I'm not wrong. He didn't say admirable, he said dishonest,” she said, adding a muttered, “and that doesn't even make sense . . .”

	“You will,” the master interjected, “once again, be working on decorum. You can't expect to infiltrate properly if you do not understand how to behave in a refined manner.”

	“I am damn well refined enough already,” she objected, stomping away.

	One by one, Weste handed out assignments as unusual as identifying different poisons by taste and as mundane as learning to tie knots. Finally, he came to Leo.

	“You two seem to be getting along well enough, which is good, because starting one week from today and until I say otherwise, you will be partners. Leo, find out where he needs to catch up, then get him started catching up. Once he's started, get back to lock-picking. He'll have a week to learn the basics he should have had, then you'll start doing pairs drills.”

	“It shall be done, Master Weste,” Leo said with a stiff bow. He turned to Shadow. “This way, my friend! I told you it would be brief today.”

	Leo paced off, Shadow once again in tow. The man who was now his partner looked to him.

	“I admit to a certain lack of experience in reading the expressions of a face such as yours, but you look to me like you've once again got some questions. I've got a fair number of my own I'll need to ask, so you may wish to start.”

	Confusion swiftly overruled Shadow's distaste for conversation. “Why was that young girl there?”

	“Deena? The same reason that you and I were there. To learn the ways of stealth and infiltration.”

	“She is a child.”

	“A young lady, yes, but you should see her with a stiletto.”

	“She came through the cave?”

	“No, no. The young lady was born here. It earned her a few extra years of training, but cost her some lessons in how members of a civilized society comport themselves. Anything else?”

	“She said the man called my ears . . .”

	“Dishonest? I apologize for the deception. Dishonest isn't quite the best word either. He was suggesting that you had an unfair advantage. I assure you, he was indeed admiring the ability. Now, a few questions of my own. Your native language is Tresson and you know a bit of Crich and Varden, yes?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, you'll need to work on the northern languages. 'A bit' won't do. From there, you'll move on to the rest. Can you read in any of those languages?”

	“No.”

	“You shall need to work on that as well. If you'll take my advice, I'd suggest beginning there, as it will take some time to master it. Find someone on Wizard's Side to teach you. That is more their specialty.”

	“I only wish to be a more skilled assassin. Why would I need to learn any of this?”

	“Because whether your goal is assassination or espionage, or really any other worthwhile pursuit, the difference between success and failure is often information. Knowing weaknesses, knowing locations, knowing the truth when you are being lied to, these things are at least as important as knowing how to defend or attack when the time comes. And, unfortunately for you and I, we do not get to choose how that information comes to us. It may be spoken, it may be written, and it may be in any language. To be truly prepared, we must learn as much as we can. For you, that means tracking down a willing teacher and learning to read some Tresson, Crich, or Varden. However, combat is a part of it, so I must ask: what weapons do you prefer?”

	“I've used a few blades.”

	“Swords? Daggers?”

	“Whatever I could find.”

	“An opportunist, excellent. We'll take you to see Croyden Lumineblade, then. He's been working on something for me.”

	“I thought you said Croyden was the name of the man who made master-level weapons.”

	“He is, but he insists on seeing newcomers. He claims that there is no one better suited to determining what hand should be holding what blade.”

	It was only a short distance to the cluster of huts dedicated to the fabrication of the many, many weapons used by the denizens of Entwell. They were unique among the huts in their area, built a bit taller and with a greater proportion of stone than the rest. The huts dedicated to metalworking had stout chimneys poking out of their roofs, and from within there came the crackle of intense flames. The hammering of metal upon metal was now and again replaced by the hiss of water turning to steam, and from other huts came a chorus of sawing, chopping, creaking, and grinding. Taken as a whole, the half-dozen huts felt like the center of a thriving industry.

	Leo led the way to a hut near the center of the cluster, situated between two similarly-equipped workshops. The one on the left was belching black smoke and had the distinctive sound of puffing bellows and grunting apprentices. At first, Shadow thought that the others were not in use, as there was no smoke or commotion, but there was certainly plenty of heat rolling out of the door, here and there the blow of a hammer.

	The pair of assassins-in-training stepped inside to find it rather crowded and utterly stifling. Huddled around the furnace were three young men dressed in red tunics similar to the tiny outfit worn by Fiora. Each held a crystal, two with their bare hands and one at the end of a stone staff. Their eyes were shut tight and the staff-wielding one was quietly muttering arcane words. Presumably as a result of their combined efforts, a white glow too bright to look at pulsed within the clay dome of a quality furnace. Ducked low with his head turned aside and his teeth clenched was a dwarf of indeterminate age. He wore thick leather apron and pair of gloves and held a hefty set of tongs, maneuvering an iron rod within the glow. A wiry human with similar equipment was standing at the ready. Judging from the fact that he was looking anxious and was missing an eyebrow, he was probably a less experienced apprentice.

	Supervising them was an elf. He had sharp, hawk-like nose, pointed ears, and a build close to the work-hardened elves Shadow had known from the plantation. His hair was dark, and his expression stern. One hand held a hammer, the other a pair of tongs, and he was watching with squinted eyes as the metal rod was heated.

	“Master Croyden,” said Leo.

	The elf turned to the door, then recoiled somewhat at the site of his visitor. He made a comment in his native tongue that, though Shadow did not fully understand, seemed to have a passing familiarity. After a moment, he realized he'd heard Goldie and Blondie utter a similar phrase regularly. Presumably it was their own word for malthrope or, judging from his expression, “mally.”

	“He's been here for a few days, but we only discovered him yesterday.”

	This new information raised the weapon crafter's eyebrow. “Tresson?” he asked.

	Shadow nodded.

	“Go out back and wait,” Croyden stated, before turning to his apprentices and delivering a long sequence of precise instructions in his own language.

	Leo led the way to a courtyard of sorts. It was an open patch of ground behind the ring of crafting huts, and seemed to serve as a storage and testing area. Racks held weapons and armor of various types, and in all states of completion. The more complete pieces were kept in enclosed cabinets to keep the weather from them. There were painted signs indicating the contents—but for now, at least, those signs were meaningless to Shadow.

	Croyden emerged after a minute or two and marched with purpose to one such cabinet. Inside were a few weapons that even to an untrained eye were magnificent. The metal was gleaming, the edges clean and precise. Most were swords of various shapes and sizes, though an ax and an assortment of daggers were on display as well. He selected a thin saber and swiped it through the air a few times. He then approached a rack with some weapons that, while quite well-made, certainly weren't to the same level of craftsmanship. Three identical swords were stored there. They were an odd shape, with double-edged blades only about as long as Shadow's forearm, and two-handed grips. It resulted in a weapon that was nearly as much hilt as blade and looked more like an oversized dagger than a proper sword.

	Croyden selected one of them and, without a word of warning, heaved it toward Shadow. The malthrope managed to catch it by the grip with ease.

	“Defend,” Croyden stated.

	Without another word, the elf launched himself forward, sword slicing through the air. Shadow managed to raise the sword to block the first attack, and after a second one nicked his ear he blocked the third and fourth. Croyden was unrelenting, almost manic in his assault. There was none of the grace or cunning one would have suspected from one of his kind. His attacks seemed almost random. The weapons clanged and clashed, no slash but the second managing to taste blood, but most coming close. Finally, the assault relented as quickly as it began. Shadow's eyes were wide and his teeth were bared. He was unsure if he was meant to return the attacks in kind.

	“No skill,” Croyden decreed, replacing his own blade, “but a fair amount of talent, and excellent reflexes. You are not ready for one of mine yet, but perhaps soon. Keep the trainer. That should do for now.”

	The elf then left the courtyard without further comment, leaving Shadow still confused and out of breath from the unprovoked attack. He looked to Leo, who grinned a bit wider and shrugged.

	“By now it should be clear that such things are to be expected here. There is very little pretense. We have curiosities and we address them. It can be a bit off-putting at first, but once you are accustomed to it you'll see that it is quite liberating. At any rate, start working on those language skills, and become comfortable with that weapon. I'll check on you in a few days, but don't waste any time. After a week, you'll be thrust into the thick of it.”

	With that, Leo was off. Shadow stood for a time, bleeding from the ear and weapon in hand. He wasn't certain what was more unnerving to him: the fact that a villager had assaulted him without cause or warning and then walked away as though nothing had happened, or the fact that he was standing in the center of a community of warriors with a weapon in his hand and was not currently running for his life. Rather than press his luck, he decided to hurry to his hut and work out what needed to be done.

	#

	Shadow did his best to find a routine. Several years of having to scrape out a living for himself had left a deep impression upon him, and the reality of a place where food and water would always be available was slow to take root. Out of habit, he remained hidden through most of the day. He spent the time skulking in the shadows, watching warriors training and sparring. When night descended, he ventured out. Even at midnight, food was available in the designated hut, though in the form of lukewarm cauldrons of the day's leftovers. Despite the fact that he at least appeared to be in no danger here, sleep continued to come in light and fitful dozes scattered throughout the daylight hours, as though if he ever let himself fall into a truly deep slumber he would awake surrounded by hunters.

	This, at least, proved to be accurate.

	To the other students of Weste, Shadow's considerable powers of detection were an irresistible challenge. Each made an attempt to get the better of him. Deena had been clinging to the rafters of his hut one night. The man who had dubbed his ears “untrustworthy” took to following him. None of the students managed to escape his notice for more than a few moments.

	For many, the concept of being perpetually stalked by trained killers would have been a horrifying and debilitating distraction. For Shadow, it was the most familiar and comforting part of this entire experience in this place.

	As dawn was nearing on the third day, Shadow was sitting at the edge of the village's lake near the seaside cliff. His sword was by his side and his eyes staring at the reflection of the moonlit clouds in the surface. In response to a tugging in the back of his mind, he twitched an ear, then turned his head to the south. A barely perceptible motion in the tall grass slowed and stopped.

	“Leo,” he said quietly.

	“Confound it!” cursed Leo in a lighthearted fashion, “I've got half a mind to swing by the Wizard's Side and pick up some trinkets to give me the edge on you.” He stood and walked toward the malthrope. Out of habit or training, he moved almost silently despite being discovered. “I've been asking around the village. It seems you've been remiss in your assignments.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You haven't approached anyone about teaching you anything.”

	“I've been watching and listening. I've learned a great deal of how to handle the blade.”

	“Watching and listening . . . no doubt you can learn quite a bit in that way, but if you step forward and ask, you shall be shown where to start and pointed in the right direction. All you need to do is ask.”

	“This is my way.”

	“Perhaps, but it is not the Entwell way. And what of reading and writing? Have you been watching people do that?”

	“I don't see the need.”

	“Don't you?” Leo looked around, spotting a pair of blue-clad villagers from Wizard's Side making their way along the shore of the lake. “Well, let us see.”

	He ducked down and slid smoothly through the tall weeds until he was near enough to touch the students. They remained oblivious to his presence, even after he stepped out behind them and plucked something from each of them. In a few moments he was beside Shadow again, two parchments in hand.

	“Tell me,” he said, flipping the parchments open and glancing over them. “Who are those two, where are they going, and why?”

	“They are dressed in blue. The water wizards seem to wear blue. I imagine they are going to train, since most people here start their day at dawn.”

	“Correct. But these parchments tell me that they are heading to the southernmost tip of Entwell, where they will meditate on a very powerful and very volatile spell. They are doing it under the instruction of a mid-level water mage named Narrel. They perform this task at dawn on alternating days, and report back to Narrel by noon. Other days they are to rest and collaborate with Narrel on the improvement of the spell.”

	“Nothing that I could not have determined by observing them for a few days.”

	“Certainly, but if you'd read these, you wouldn't have needed to. Three days of surveillance replaced by a few moments. Keep it in mind. I've got to return these.”

	Shadow thought for a moment before calling after him. “Can you teach me to use a sword?”

	“I could, but I wouldn't be doing you any favors. It isn't my strongest subject,” he called back. “And I haven't really got the patience for teaching, it shames me to say. There are plenty more able than me. Just ask!”

	He vanished among the weeds, chasing after the wizards he had pick-pocketed. Shadow thought back to his attempts at bounty-hunting. In the larger cities, the bounty offices posted the descriptions they read each morning. Though the list of bounties were read only once, they were updated throughout the day. If he had been able to read them, he could have had hours of head-start over the other hunters. Other mistakes that might not have been made and opportunities that might not have been missed came to mind. He turned to the north, sniffed the air, and set off.

	Following a scent on the breeze, he found his way to a tree on the opposite end of the village. Its bark was scorched here and there, and the whole of the trunk and many of the branches were wreathed in morning glories. The flowers on the vines were just beginning to open in the rising sun, and there was a clump of carefully arranged twigs, leaves, and woven vines over a crook between two branches that, to a trained eye, looked quite like a roof. From the darkness beneath came a slow, regular trill. He grasped a low branch and hoisted himself level with the nest.

	Inside was the sleeping form of Fiora. Her head was toward the “entrance” of her little home, and the sound was evidently a fairy-sized snore.

	“Fiora,” he said.

	The trilling stopped abruptly and the tiny head shifted upward. Its little eyes shot open and it released a startled chirp, darting backward and nearly demolishing its shelter with the flutter of its wings. After a moment the shock of coming eye to eye with a fierce creature many times her own size lurking inches from her door, she breathed a sigh of relief.

	“Mr. Malthrope, sir,” she said breathlessly. “You startled me.”

	“I apologize.”

	“No! It is fine.” She straightened her tunic and drifted out of her home, allowing Shadow to drop back to the ground. “It was nearly dawn anyway. I would have had to wake up soon. How can I help you?”

	“You said that you owed me a favor.”

	“I certainly do. Master Solomon complimented me on my initiative when I brought you to him! Do you know how difficult it is to get praise out of a dragon?” she said. “Why, did you have something in mind?”

	“Can you read?”

	She crossed her arms. “What sort of a wizard would I be if I couldn't read? I read every language I speak, plus two more besides.”

	“I need you to teach me.”

	She smirked and put her hands on her hips. “That's your favor? You don't know much about Entwell wizards, do you? You are giving me a chance to teach! Do you know how long I would have had to wait to get a student of any kind?” She clapped her hands in delight. “This isn't returning the favor. Not hardly. I almost owe you two favors now. I don't, mind you, but almost. I've got a full day of my own studies ahead of me, but I can help you at sundown. I'll meet you at your hut, we'll go to the library, and we'll get started. For now, if you'll excuse me, I need some breakfast.”

	He watched as she fluttered up to the first fully-open flower and leaned into it, partaking of the nectar within.

	One problem solved, Shadow made his way back toward Warrior's Side. He hefted the sword in his hand as he went, judging its shape and attempting to spot someone using a similar one. There were not very many. Croyden had referred to it as a “trainer.” If it was truly a weapon intended for those just beginning their training, then it was possible that no one in the village was as fresh to swordcraft as he. There were plenty of masters instructing students, and plenty of people sparring or engaging in solo drills. Likely he could approach any one of them and request instruction, but every time he thought of reaching out to one of them, something inside of him recoiled. Even becoming comfortable with being seen by others was a steep hill to climb. Actually reaching out to them for help without something to offer in return seemed insurmountable. His frustration began to flare, both with the way this place worked and the fact that he couldn't adapt to it.

	When he heard an unnatural shuffle of a foot and felt the familiar burning of observation, it was the last straw.

	“Stop following me!” he snapped, spinning on his heel and pulling a black-clad figure from the shadows. It was the gap-toothed older man who had “admired” Shadow's ears. The man smiled and uttered a foreign remark that didn't sound like an apology. The raised voices drew the attention of the others in the area, but for now Shadow didn't care. “Do you speak Tresson?” The man nodded, grin still firmly in place, as though he was delighted with the situation. “Then speak it! I don't speak your language yet and I'm through relying on an interpreter.”

	“Hot temper on you. Makes sense,” the man said, pulling out of his grip.

	“What is your name?”

	“Sama.”

	“Why do you keep following me?”

	“You keep finding me, I keep following you. I need to find a way around those cheating ears. Same for all of us. What was my mistake?”

	Shadow growled, then looked to Sama's belt. There was a sword there. It wasn't the same sort, but close.

	“Do you know how to use this sort of sword?” he asked, holding up the one he had been provided.

	Sama nodded. “Simple.”

	“Show me! Use it!” he growled, brandishing his weapon. “If you are going to follow me and try to learn from me, then I expect the same. That's how things work here, isn't it?”

	The crowd was growing as Sama paced out into the middle of the path. His sword was still in its scabbard. He hadn't even placed his hand on the grip.

	“You want to know how to use your sword, eh?” the man remarked with a laugh.

	In a flash, his hand went to his hilt and he drew the weapon. Shadow shifted his own to parry, but his foe subtly shifted the motion of his attack. His blade hooked around, clashed with Shadow's, and then continued in a tight loop. It was more than enough to wrench the sword from the malthrope's grip and send it flying. As the training sword clattered to the ground, Sama put the point of his weapon to Shadow's throat.

	“Not like that,” Sama said. “If you want a proper lesson, ask properly. Maybe you get on your knees. Maybe you beg.” The grin finally left his face, his final words deadly serious. “Or maybe I take one of those cheating ears as a trophy, eh?”

	Shadow looked Sama in the eye steadily. There wasn't fear or anxiety in his expression. To the contrary, this was the first time since his initial assessment outside the elder's hut that he was experiencing something for which he felt fully prepared. Sama was a brute, a bully. This was intimidation, or an attempt at it. He was trying to put Shadow in his place. He'd seen the same expressions, the same body language on Menri, then the slave-drivers, and a hundred hoods and scoundrels since. Somehow, knowing that such a person existed in Entwell helped the place seem real to him. The man was using an old tactic, one of which Shadow had had his fill.

	“I ask you now, with all of the respect you deserve. Will you teach me how to use a sword?”

	Sama narrowed his eyes. “You say you ask me with the respect I deserve, but you don't do as I say. That doesn't show much respect at all.”

	Shadow sidestepped with blinding speed, ducking below a reflexive swipe of the sword and springing toward the crowd. In three strides, he was out of sight behind a hut. Sama followed close behind, but not close enough. He reached the opposite side of the hut to find the malthrope missing, then a hushed sound of surprise from the crowd drew his attention. He turned to find the malthrope face to face with him, sword in hand. Before he could react, the tip was to Sama's throat.

	“You earn respect from me. And you have as much to learn from me as I do from you,” Shadow growled.

	A sequence of expressions crossed the older warrior's face in stages. First shock, then fury, and finally his default grin. “Over the roof, right? Over the roof, down to your sword, and behind me. I should have seen it coming. Silent and fast though. You are right. We have secrets to trade. This way.”

	Sama led the way further into Warrior's Side and directed shadow to one of the training areas. There were three rows of training dummies, little more than straw and burlap bound to wooden poles. There were crosspieces to approximate arms, hooks and straps to affix various weapons and armor, and a stuffed sack in place of a head. On the specific dummy Sama selected to be Shadow's opponent, someone had drawn an angry face with a bit of charcoal.

	“This is your enemy,” he said, slapping the dummy and causing the head to flop forward. “He is armed with a sword, here.” He plucked a crude wooden prop sword and secured it to the right hand. “Now step back. Good. You are too far away to hit, but swing like you would swing if you wanted to hit this man.”

	Shadow cut a diagonal slice through the air. Like the first time he sampled the air under the tutelage of Sorrel, he had thought that this was so simple an action it could not be done incorrectly. Once again, he was quite wrong.

	“No, no. Already I see three mistakes,” his teacher said. The man approached. “It is not a club. It matters how you swing it. Align the blade with the line of the attack. Be exact, otherwise you waste the swing. You are left-handed, so this hand should be here, and this one here, for more power. And you grip too tightly, I can see from here. If you connect with something solid you will sting your hand. Now, again.” Shadow tried another swing. “No, no. Still wrong.” Shadow looked to Sama with skepticism. “You do not believe me? Go, try that swing on the dummy.”

	The student stepped forward and executed what he believed to be a proper swing. The blade struck the wood and glanced off, taking an odd twist that wrenched one of his wrists and sending a sharp pain across both palms. The wood was barely splintered.

	“There, you see? Maybe now you listen to your teacher. Now, swing again.”

	It was remarkable how much time and energy could be spent on a simple thing like swinging a blade. Sama drilled him on it continuously for most of the day. He was either a very patient, very precise teacher, or else he was reveling in the fact that in this area he was clearly and vastly the malthrope's superior. Regardless of the motivation behind his teachings, there was no doubt as to the truth behind them. Each time he was run through the sequence of diagonal, horizontal, and vertical slashes, he could feel both where he was wrong and where he was improving.

	The unfamiliar motions quickly fatigued Shadow, but he pushed through until Sama abruptly decided he was through.

	“That is all. We will learn more tomorrow. Now you must tell me, what is it that I did wrong?”

	“I heard you. Your footsteps.”

	Sama rolled his eyes. “Yes, I know this, because of your cheating ears. But there were many people around. What about my footsteps told you that there was a man tracking you?”

	“A man steps differently when he is trying not to be heard.”

	“Interesting,” Sama said. He paused to consider the words. “I will see you tomorrow, when my training is done. Perhaps, though, you will not see me.”

	Shadow made his way to his hut to recover a bit. The unfamiliar and precise motion, simple though it was, had left his arms and back well beyond sore. It wasn't until the shadow of the mountain had shrouded the entire village that he could raise his arms again without difficulty. Not long after, the subdued buzzing of gossamer wings could be heard outside the door.

	“Mr. Malthrope, sir?” came the tinkling voice, with a bit less enthusiasm than in prior instances. He opened the door to find Fiora fluttering at eye-level. Her posture had sagged a bit, fatigue apparent in expression. “Are you ready for your first lesson? The library is this way.” She pivoted and led the way with a slow, bobbing flutter. “I apologize if I am not my usual self. It was a particularly taxing day of training. We fairies are really very adept at the little magic, but when it comes to stamina, it takes a lot of work to build it up. It is worth it, though. Magic is a big part of what we are. Working on our magic keeps us young. It's good for the soul.”

	She continued to chat in a one-sided manner about what exactly she'd been up to with Solomon and Duncan. Twice along the way, Shadow had been forced to irritably expose one of his fellow assassins in training as they endeavored with varying degrees of success to follow without being seen. After the second time, Fiora felt the need to comment.

	“What is that all about?”

	“They are using me to test their stealth.”

	“What fun! You warriors have such wonderful little games,” she said. “Ah, here we are.”

	The library, perhaps tellingly, occupied the same central location in Wizard's Side that the smith's shops occupied in Warrior's Side. It was large, nearly a match for the dining cabin, but far less open. It was made from thick planks of wood that seemed older than most of the huts surrounding it. The roof was sloped and comparatively steep. Along the edges of the roof were eaves carved into a complex pattern of curves and points, and metal plates with etched runes were affixed to the outer walls at regular intervals. Between the plates were narrow, shuttered windows, except for along the eastern wall, where a series of long windows opened out to the seaward side of the village. Though no sun poured through the windows now, a few points of light within marked the seats of students eagerly studying from thick tomes. The overall effect was a combination of grandness and solemnity, as one might normally find in a place of worship.

	Fiora fluttered apprehensively in front of the door, chewing her lip for a moment before turning to Shadow. “Do you mind if I ride on your shoulder? I'm attuned to flame magic, and they suppress flames inside the library to protect the books. It makes it very difficult to stay airborne, and I just don't think I have it in me right now.”

	Shadow nodded reluctantly.

	“Many thanks!” She drifted over and alighted on his left shoulder. “Go right on inside and we'll try to find something for you to start reading.”

	He pushed open the door to find the inside quite dim, though there was light enough for his keen eyes to navigate. Ahead of him there were shelves upon shelves of books forming orderly rows. Each shelf reached easily twice his height toward the lofted ceiling, and stools and ladders were scattered about to help reach the less-accessible volumes. Apprentices paced the aisles, reading the hand-lettered spines of the books or flipping through the pages with reverence and care. To light their way, they held smooth crystals that cast a gentle glow of moonlight white. Beside the door was an older gentleman with a white beard and a black tunic seated at a podium. An ancient, leather-bound volume was open on the podium, and a coarse crystal was hanging in the air above it, glowing with a warmer yellow color than the others. When Shadow made ready to stride inside, Fiora stopped him.

	“Not so quickly. First, this is Master Nozim. He's one of our black magic masters, and chief librarian. Master Nozim, sir, this is the newcomer.”

	The black wizard nodded.

	“Next, maybe you can see in here, Mr. Malthrope, sir, but for me I'll need a light. Take one of those and hold it in your hand.”

	She indicated a netted bag of gems identical to those held by the others. He reached inside the bag to select one. Each gem that his fingers brushed against briefly took on a glow, tingling lightly where it touched him.

	“I don't like magic,” he reminded her.

	The comment drew a glance from the librarian.

	“It is just simple light, silly,” she said. “Nothing at all to worry about.”

	Grudgingly, he pulled a small one from the bag. The glow within it steadily intensified, until it was more than enough to light their way.

	Fiora raised her eyebrows. “That's pretty bright for a warrior. This way.” She directed him along one side, toward the western wall. “These books were mostly written by the villagers. The rest were brought in from the outside. As they were brought by wizards and warriors expecting a battle, what we mostly have are grimoires—those would be spell books—and manuals of fighting techniques. There are a few histories and memoirs, too, but not much in the way of light reading, which is where you really ought to start. Those simply aren't the sort of things people carry with them into a cave. What we do have is over here.” The pair reached a single bookcase with only two shelves filled. “Put your hand on the shelf, please.”

	Shadow obliged, and she trotted down his arm and onto the shelf. Once there, she paced along looking up and down at the spines of books that were taller than she was.

	“We're looking for something thin. You speak some Varden, right?”

	“Some.”

	“I think we'll have to try that language first. It is an easier alphabet, and we have more books in that language. Here . . . try this one.”

	He pulled the indicated book, which was a slim volume, little more than a stack of pages bound together with thread. Rather than request to be picked up, Fiora snagged the edge and hitched a ride, climbing up the spine and looking over the top as he flipped it open. She smiled and made a fluttering hop from the book to his shoulder to whisper in his ear.

	“You're holding it upside-down.” She patted him on the back of the neck. “Come, we'll take it back to your hut. Just make sure you replace the crystal and let Nozim know you are taking the book. We don't care much when someone takes one of these.”

	Fiora rode on his shoulder all the way back to his hut, where he placed the book down on his table. She fluttered down to it, hefted the cover open, and paced out onto the page.

	“Now, let's start with the title. This says One Final March: A Play in Three Parts . . .”

	#

	Over the next few days, his sessions with each of his tutors became a normal part of his routine . . . or, at least, as normal as a set of lessons can be when one teacher is standing on the page as she instructs and the other begins by attempting to creep undetected until he is within stabbing range.

	The sword drills were swift to fall into place. He quickly understood what needed to be done, and with practice he found himself a bit closer each day. Learning to read was another thing entirely. It was unlike anything he'd had to do before. There was so much to remember, so many rules, and none of them truly made sense to him. It was raw knowledge, and very slow to take root, but Fiora was patient and calm, and with time the words on the page began to link themselves to the words in his head. He'd yet to assemble even the first sentence, though, when his first week was through, and the true training under Master Weste began.

	#

	His first lesson was to begin at dawn, and he arrived just as the sun was turning the sky golden. It is a unique and unnerving experience to be present when a class of stealth apprentices comes to session. First the training ground was empty, and then, gradually, it was not. There was little sound, little evidence of arrival at all, yet one by one new individuals appeared. Much to their chagrin, however, each was greeted by a purposeful glance from Shadow long before they would have chosen to reveal themselves.

	“Almost got you! Almost!” said Deena, the last apprentice to arrive.

	“Not nearly,” Leo said in reply. “He was looking at you before you even entered the grove.”

	“As far as I'm concerned, I only need to get close enough to kill him,” she countered. “I could have killed him from the edge of the grove if I needed to. I'm getting better with the blow gun.”

	“That's enough,” came Weste's voice. Again, all eyes turned to the north side of the clearing to find their teacher having arrived without being observed by even the malthrope. “We will all get our opportunities to test ourselves against our newest apprentice in due time. Since he is new here, I will take a moment to explain how things will progress. I pair you together based on your strengths. Every few days, I will assign enrichment tasks to develop your mind and dexterity. The rest of the time, I will have you do drills and advise.

	“Though your tasks all contribute in some way or another to the task of hunting another, I want to make it clear that both in Entwell and in the rest of the world, we are not simply killers. Life is precious, and it is valuable. We will not endanger the lives of our fellow students, and we will never take a life that does not need to be taken. Now, Deena, since you are so impressed with your blow gun progress, we shall start with you. The rest of you, pair up.”

	As the students began to align themselves beside their designated partners, Weste began pointing to them and uttering seemingly random phrases. Some, like “infiltration,” at least made sense. Others were nonsensical. Sama and his partner were assigned “tandem fishing.” As for Leo and Shadow, “courier.”

	“Excellent,” Leo said, rubbing his hands together as the others went off to their tasks. “I enjoy courier.”

	“What is it?” Shadow asked.

	“It is great fun,” Leo said, making his way to a small wooden chest beside one of the weapon racks. From within, he selected two stones. They were smooth, like river rock, and were identical save for a unique symbol carved into one side. He gave one to Shadow. “We each have a stone. Now, we will head back to the center of Warrior's Side. We'll pick a courier. Your goal is to be sure that he is carrying your stone, and that you are carrying my stone. My goal is the same, but reversed. If the courier notices, the person responsible gets a mark against and we find a new courier. The game ends at sundown. It tests a host of different skills. You need to watch your target and your opponent. You need to track for long durations without being detected. You need to defend and strike, also without being detected. Picking pockets, planting things. Think of the sequence of it. If you plant your stone first, I have to steal it and plant mine. Then, to plant yours again you have to steal it back from me. It is truly challenging.”

	Shadow looked long and hard at the stone, memorizing the shape, then followed as Leo led the way to a crowded section of Warrior's Side. He pointed out a young man suited in heavy armor.

	“That's Tavis. He is trying to build stamina, so he will be spending most of the day marching about in that armor. He's a good starting courier. The game starts now. Enjoy!”

	With a deft and precise tap of his finger, Leo managed to dislodge the stone from Shadow's hand. He snapped his head down and tried to catch it, but found that Leo had managed to snatch it out of the air and was already just a few paces away from Tavis. With a smooth motion of his hand he flipped the edge of a thick leather messenger bag at Tavis's side up, lowered the stone in, and withdrew his hand. The armored student never noticed Leo's presence.

	And so the game began.

	Tracking was second nature to Shadow now. Finding either the courier or Leo was of little difficulty, and lingering near either without being noticed was almost an afterthought. Taking the stone, however, was exceedingly difficult. His first three attempts were devoted to taking his own stone back from Leo, as the other apprentice was typically out of sight, and thus failing to take the stone without being noticed wouldn't cost him anything but time. Leo, however, was measurably more alert than the courier, and he was expecting to have to protect his prize, so getting the stone away was no simple task.

	He decided to switch tactics, instead following the courier, but while he could easily bring himself to within inches without being noticed, he lacked the practiced finesse that Leo had. Three times, Tavis's head jerked toward his bag a fraction of a second too slowly to see Shadow, and finally he stopped and bellowed something in Varden.

	“Enough of this courier foolishness,” he grunted, rummaging through his bag until he found the stone. “Choose another target.”

	“Ha-ha!” Leo piped triumphantly as he revealed himself from nearby. “That's one for me!”

	Shadow gave Leo a hard look, then snatched both the stone in Tavis's hand and the one in a pouch on Leo's belt.

	“Hah,” Leo said, now with a bit less enthusiasm. “I must remember that speed of yours. Fine, then, you choose the next courier—but be careful. Now that we've been caught once, the herd will be spooked, so to speak.”

	The rest of the day played out much as it had begun. Picking pockets was a nuanced art, but one that Shadow had at least managed to begin to grasp by sundown. Planting the stone was another matter entirely. It could not simply be dropped into a sack or pocket, as doing so would alert the courier. Conversely, lowering it too slowly left one exposed for much longer. The trick was to let it slip smoothly from palm to fingers to pocket, a continuous motion that began as soon as the fingertips were in the pocket and ended with subtlety and speed. Despite dozens of attempts that day, he never once managed to do it successfully.

	“So much for the claim that your kind are natural thieves,” Leo said as walked beside Shadow toward his hut. The pair had filled some bowls in the dining hut and now it was nearly time for his reading lesson. “I'll tell you where you need to improve. You need to match their gait when picking the pockets or planting the stones. Same pace, same height, same sway, same rhythm. You've got to get that right, then you can go for the pocket. Also, strange as it sounds, once you've got the skill for it, you are less likely to be noticed with your hands in their pockets if you do your picking while they are moving. They are already jostling about, so they are likely to dismiss your work as just another shift. Now, as for me, I noticed I caught a flip of your ear every time I changed direction. Where precisely is my misstep?”

	Shadow opened his mouth to answer, but paused for a moment. He had spent years learning the proper ways to avoid humans and the best ways to detect them, he was now telling them how to stalk him. He'd been helping Sama with such things, but compared to Leo, Sama was clumsy as an ox. The man with him now was as close to his own stealth as he'd ever encountered in a human. Nonetheless, Leo had been open and helpful with his own advice.

	“You pivot with your toe on the ground. I can hear the grind of the dust.”

	“The grind of the dust . . . sharp ears, my friend. Sharp ears indeed.”

	“Mr. Malthrope, sir!” piped Fiora's tiny voice in the distance.

	The fairy buzzed up, a good deal more chipper than usual for this time of day.

	“Oh, hello, Stealth Apprentice Leo, sir,” she said with a polite bob. “I was worried I was late. Master Solomon has adjusted my training. I will be doing my endurance training while I'm helping you. It will be a little bit of a blow to my dignity, but in the end it will help us both.”

	“I'll leave you to it, then,” Leo said, nodding a goodbye to them both.

	Fiora fluttered with excitement ahead of Shadow until they reached the hut. He opened the door and she pointed to the lamp that had provided their light each evening. It was a finely crafted piece, with a clear glass bulb to keep the flickering flame from throwing sparks onto the table. The bulb was shaped like a narrow flower vase, with a flared opening at the top, and attached to the polished brass fittings that secured it in place and held the reserve of lamp oil and the wick.

	“Pull the bulb from the oil please, and set the oil aside,” she said, a bit of unpleasant anticipation in her tone.

	He did so, setting the oil on the far side of the table and laying the bulb and its metal base on its side. She flitted into the air, grasped the top of the bulb and, with some effort, slid it to beside the open book and stood it upright. Then, with as deep a sigh as her little body could muster, she squeezed through the opening at the top and dropped inside.

	“I'll be providing the light to read by, but Master Nozim forbids naked flames near his books,” she explained from inside the jar. “I'm not strong enough yet to summon a flame from afar for any length of time, so this is where that leaves us.” She took a deep breath and released it shakily. “It just stirs up some bad memories, is all.”

	“What memories?”

	“Well, out in the real world, there aren't an awful lot of fairies eager to take on the creature of the cave. It certainly wasn't my idea to come here. The cave is a dangerous place, and so some parties of adventurers used to catch little fairies and put them in cages or jars. They would take us with them into the cave. We hate caves, and most of us are attuned to wind magic. It doesn't matter how far you take a fairy into a cave, we can feel from the wind which way leads out. They even have special cages with a string through the bottom so they can reel us back after we try to get away. We were their escape plans, stuffed into jars, thrown into bags. Small places . . . dark places . . .” She shook herself, then twirled, sparking a brilliant flame around herself. “But now there aren't any dark places if I don't want there to be. So . . . where were we?”

	 


Chapter 26

	The days rolled into weeks, then months, and his skill grew by leaps and bounds. Training drills like “courier” became genuine competitions, his picking and planting becoming nearly a match for Leo's. Slow but steady progress was made in building his language skills as well. He came to understand the proper usage of a sword, and quickly developed a knack for throwing knives. Every day brought more knowledge—but perhaps more important than the knowledge was the understanding of its value. Immersed as he was in languages that he had at first only half understood, he was beginning to catch words and sentences that would have been lost to him before. All around him, he was seeing markings that had before been meaningless patterns suddenly taking on meanings.

	He found himself becoming ravenous for knowledge, almost desperate for it, and most were happy to oblige and pleased with his progress.

	One area, though, seemed to fall short of expectations. Though he was an able combatant, his sparring matches did not turn out as well as he had imagined. At first, he gained some rapid victories, but as his opponents came to understand his tactics, the balance shifted in their favor. Each battle ended with critiques and advice, and thus the battles lasted longer and his victories caught up to his defeats, but he was, at best, a moderate student. For a typical apprentice, it was as it should be, and likely he would have been allowed to continue as he was.

	Weste, however, did not feel the same way about Shadow.

	The master was watching as he engaged in a battle with Leo, each student armed with a blunt wooden training sword. They most frequently faced each other, and as a result the sparring matches between the two were faster and more intense than either would have with another. Each knew his opponent's moves and habits and was quick to capitalize upon weaknesses and defend against strengths. It produced a heated and fluid display of martial prowess. This particular battle had been raging for some time, building steadily in speed and vigor. Shadow was doing well, his blows precise and relentless. There was the sense that something was building, that he was gaining momentum. Leo did his best to interrupt or counter, and sometimes he succeeded, but the assault was becoming more vicious with each strike.

	Then, without any clear indication of why, Shadow hesitated and faltered. An opening appeared, Leo capitalized, and the battle was over, Shadow on his back and the mock blade pressing hard into his chin.

	“A fine battle,” Leo said breathlessly, as he reached down to pull Shadow to his feet. “But today victory is mine.”

	“No,” growled Weste, appearing unobserved as always. “It was indeed a fine battle, and you did everything properly, Leo, but you did not win this battle—he lost it.” He turned to Shadow. “You had that battle. It was yours! But you let it slip away. You held yourself back. Why? Why didn't you take the final step? Why didn't you finish?”

	Shadow was silent.

	“Do you know why I came to you, why I offered you my instruction? It wasn't because you were able to sneak into this place. That is impressive, but it is a trick that any of my students here could do if they'd been of a mind to try it. And it wasn't because of your senses or perception. Those are useful, even remarkable, but without a dedicated will to use them properly, I would have had no use for a creature that possessed them. I came for you because of a single instant. When you were being tested in front of the Elder's quarters, in the moment that you realized that Leo was sneaking up behind you, I saw something in your eyes. A spark, an intensity that cannot be passed from a teacher to a student. It must be there from birth. I saw it in you that day, and never again.” He marched up to Shadow and looked him in the eye. “Today I mean to see it again.”

	Master Weste drew a sword from his belt. It was not a wooden training sword, but one of gleaming steel, likely one of Croyden's creations. It was long, with a narrow, single-edged blade.

	“Give him a weapon. A proper one,” Weste said.

	The tone of the training ground changed. It was always serious. Even in its lightest moments, each of the students knew that the skills they learned and the methods they used were to be treated with respect and reverence, but now an intensity filled the air. Quietly, Shadow was handed his sword and a space opened around them.

	Weste's stance as he prepared to battle was different from those of his students. He stood with his body angled aside. His sword arm was forward, weapon loosely in his grip and toe pointed to Shadow. The trailing foot and arm were each casually to the side. There was an air of disrespect to the stance, as though Shadow was not worth his full attention.

	“Fight,” he ordered.

	Shadow held his weapon as he had been taught, but Weste did not change his stance to a properly defensive one.

	“What are you waiting for?” Weste asked.

	“I am waiting for you to raise your weapon.”

	“Well, I am waiting for you to give me a reason to.”

	A few more seconds passed, and Shadow finally decided to make his move. In a blur of steel and motion, Weste's weapon streaked through the air and knocked Shadow's from his hand. The master then flipped his sword back, cutting a deliberate nick on Shadow's snout.

	“Now pick it up,” Weste said, “and fight.”

	Shadow retrieved his sword and returned to his stance, blood trickling down the side of his nose. This time he didn't hesitate, slicing instantly, but once again, the merest motion of the master disarmed him and earned him another shallow cut, this one to the chin.

	“Again,” Weste said.

	The other students watched silently as once more the newest among them retrieved his weapon and with the same humiliating simplicity had it stripped away. Shadow was bleeding from three superficial slashes now, and after collecting his weapon, he was hesitant to return to a combat stance.

	“I'm waiting,” Weste rumbled. Shadow did not react. His eyes were turned low, and his grip was loose. The master narrowed his eyes slightly. “You know something? My other apprentices, they call me master. I have not heard you do the same. Let me hear it now.”

	Shadow raised his eyes, locking Weste in a steely glare. “I will not call you master.”

	“And why not? It is what I am, is it not?”

	“That word does not mean the same to you that it means to me.”

	“Oh? And why is that? Ah, yes. You were a slave, weren't you? A Tresson slave. Then those three stripes I've given you, they mean something else as well, don't they?” He raised his sword. “They mean you are worthless.”

	Shadow's grip tightened. He slashed fast and hard, his blade clashing with that of the master. This time the exchange lasted three blows each, and when the master finally knocked Shadow's blade aside, it did not leave his hand. Now Weste stepped to him, his stance serious.

	“Did I say stop?”

	They clashed again, more vigorously and viciously, but again it ended with Shadow's sword knocked aside and a fresh slash across his pelt. Anger was building in him. He did not wait to be goaded further, thrusting himself at his teacher with bared teeth and turned-back ears.

	“There . . . I can see it under the surface,” Weste said between strikes. “You still won't let it free.” He began to sweep the sword in broad, powerful strokes, forcing Shadow back. “Show it to me! Show me the fire!” Now the apprentice was backed against a tree, growling. “Show it to me you filthy, worthless mally!”

	When the final word struck his ears, what little control Shadow still had was thrust away. He dropped his sword and lunged forward, clawed fingers slashing. Weste managed to pull his head nearly clear, but still earned four shallow gashes on his cheek. The master wasn't fighting a student anymore. He was fighting a wild animal. Shadow was blinded with fury, jaws snapping and claws scraping. It was all that Weste could do to keep the beast from tearing his throat out, but what wit and breath could be spared was dedicated entirely to keeping the other students at bay.

	“No!” he urged when they tried to step in, “keep your distance.”

	Weste abandoned his sword and the two began to circle each other, the master now staring into the eyes of a predator. Shadow was low to the ground, moving in quick, sudden attacks that often shredded the cloth and scored the skin of the instructor. Finally Shadow launched himself forward, jaws snapping short of Weste's throat by the width of a hair. The master seized the cloth of Shadow's shirt, continued the motion of the attack, and turned it into a roll. The two tumbled cross the ground and finally came to a rest with Weste straddling the maddened beast, holding him to the ground.

	“This is it! This is the fire! This is what you have that sets you apart! It is raw, powerful. Single of purpose, but it is wild.” Shadow struggled and roared. “You have no control over it, and that's why you are afraid of it. That's why you don't want to let it out.” Slowly, the malthrope's wits were returning. “You've probably seen that part of you do some terrible things. You think if you can push it down, lock it away, then it won't hurt anyone again. You are wrong.”

	The intelligence had returned to Shadow's eyes now. Weste stood and helped him to his feet.

	“You cannot defeat something like that by denying it. Cage a beast, try to starve it, and you'll only drive it into a desperate frenzy. You'll make it that much deadlier when it breaks free. And it will break free, because it is a part of you, and you can't change what you are. What you need to do is harness it. That intensity, that drive, forged by wisdom and training. It is the stuff of legend. Become its master and there is nothing in this world that will keep you from your goals.”

	“Master Weste, I think we should take you to the healer,” Leo said. The apprentice had a look of concern on his face.

	Weste wiped the blood from his cheek, but did not even bother to give the scattering of bloody gashes a second thought. “No healers. If a student can spill my blood, if he or she can take my life, then so be it. Such a thing is a victory, and I will not allow it to be taken away.” He turned back to Shadow. “From this day forward, I want to see that same fire in everything you do. Remember that.”

	#

	Combat drills and training became an entirely new task after his confrontation with Weste. For so long, he had fought to force down the part of him that had taken all of those lives when he escaped from the plantation. Now he was tasked with drawing it up and funneling it through the training and discipline he was learning. It felt like he was being asked to use a forest fire to cook a meal, harnessing so uncontrollable a force for so precise a purpose. It was a mercy, then, that combat was just one of the many aspects of his training. In the months that followed, he was subjected to drills of every type, each designed to force him to develop skills essential to the role of an assassin. For all of that time, though, he had never been assigned the task they called “tandem fishing.”

	Currently, he was learning how fortunate he had been to have avoided it.

	The drill took them to the cliff that faced the ocean. He had often come to the place when he felt the need to spend some time away from the bustling activity of the village. The cliff was easily the least hospitable place in all of Entwell. It seemed to be the only part of the village that was aware that they were in the north, as the wind had an icy bite to it that was absent from the rest of the strange setting. The rocks were slick and dropped steeply to a sheer cliff that led down to the ocean, which was far enough below that the crashing waves couldn't be heard.

	Tandem fishing brought him not only to the cliff, but over the edge. He was linked to his partner—as always, Leo—and asked to climb down to the edge of the water. Once there, they would fetch a net of fish and haul it to the top. It was a frigid, dangerous task that forced them to bundle up in cumbersome clothes, then spend hours climbing across a surface that would have been difficult to navigate in the best conditions.

	“Why would anyone do this?” piped a little, irritable voice.

	Fiora, it was clear, had come to consider Shadow a friend. He was the first good friend she'd made on Warrior's Side, and, as such, she'd been using him as something of a window into how the other half of the village lived. To help Shadow practice his Crich or Varden, she asked him questions about what he'd been doing, and found herself fascinated by the answers.

	Warriors, she decided, had much more enjoyable training than wizards, and she'd made it a point to tag along whenever she had the opportunity. Thus, she'd decided that “tandem fishing” would be just as fun as the rest, and navigating the cliff was little concern for a creature who could fly. It wasn't until she had been forced to endure the wind and cold for a few hours that she decided that she would rather slip into the warmth of Shadow's hood and wait for the ordeal to be over. When the duo reached the bottom, where a narrow gravel beach of sorts offered the first stable place to stand and work since they'd left the top, she'd taken the opportunity to squeeze out and watch as they worked. They were hauling slimy, half-frozen lines that were all too eager to get caught on jagged rocks.

	“Did the devil on your shoulder say something?” Leo asked, shielding his face from the sea spray.

	“She asked why anyone would do this.”

	“Oh, well, there's the reason it needs to be done, and the reason we need to do it,” he said. “Here in Entwell, anything we can't grow needs to come from the sea or the lake. The wizards have rigged up these lines,” he said, indicating a network of ropes and pulleys that led all the way back to the top of the cliff, “and with them—and probably a fair amount more magic than they would care to admit—they can haul up more than enough fish to keep us fed. Sometimes, though, the ropes break, or the pulleys jam, or whatever enchantments they use to help things along fail, and someone needs to come down to fix them. And so there must be climbers. Of course, that didn't happen this time. In our case, it is a part of our training because we must learn to infiltrate, and frequently the best way to infiltrate is to use an approach that would normally be considered impossible. A castle wall, for instance, or an icy and precarious ocean cliff. We are tethered together to keep each other from falling. Weste feels it helps build trust, which I think we can both agree continues to be an area of weakness for our malthrope friend.”

	“Well, it is the first bit besides the fighting that is no fun at all,” Fiora decreed.

	“I must agree,” Leo said. “This is the second deadliest sort of training he's put together. I'm told half a dozen students have failed this particular test over the years.”

	“What's the deadliest?” she asked.

	“Say again?” Leo said, joining Shadow in hauling up the last bit of line necessary to tug the fish net ashore.

	“She asked what the deadliest training is.”

	“That would be the Lain Trial,” Leo said. “It also has claimed six lives, but it has only happened three times.”

	“What is the Lain Trial,” Shadow asked. He did so more for Fiora's benefit than his own, but the name of the trial stirred some memories.

	“It is a final exam—or, perhaps more accurately, a high honor for those wishing to become assassins. To be quite frank, one of us must kill one of the others. In each of the three prior trials, both combatants have managed to kill the other. The Lain Trial is entirely optional, and it only happens when at least two people seek the title. Right now, Sama is the only one of us who has expressed any interest. But enough of that. We’ve got to get these back up there so that we can call it a day.”

	Contrary to expectations, the climb up was a good deal safer and easier than the climb down, if only because it was easier to see what was above than what was below. A few hours and they had reached the top again, tipping up the net of fish for it to be hauled away—mercifully, by others.

	“I am not certain which is the more pressing need right now, a hot meal or a trip to the healers,” Leo said, holding up hands. They were raw and skinned from the climb. “These are going to be rather painful when the feeling returns.”

	Shadow looked at his own hands, which were equally injured by the climb. Though it took a practiced eye to interpret the expressions on his usually stoic face, Fiora had managed to become an expert.

	“Something bothering you, Mr. Malthrope, sir?”

	He looked to her, then to his hands again. “I shouldn't go to the healer.”

	“Why not?” Leo asked.

	“Because when the time comes to leave this place, I won't be able to turn to healers.”

	“You're still thinking of what you'll do when you leave this place?” Leo said, with smile.

	“Of course. I came here to learn how best to serve my purpose. When I'm through, I'll return to it.”

	“Well, I tip my hat to you. I honestly cannot remember the last time I thought about leaving this place.”

	“I don't know if I ever thought about leaving,” Fiora added.

	“That's a curious thing about Entwell,” Leo said.

	“Mmm,” Fiora said. “Well, the mountain there—the one that the cave runs through—that's scattered through and through with fragments of casting stone, the crystal we use to focus magic. It makes it quite difficult to cast complex spells within the cave, and some of the other wizards suppose that it acts as a sort of dam, allowing mana to pool here in the village. Combined with the four major ley lines that meet here, it makes mystic manipulation very easy indeed. Perhaps that same quality has a focusing effect on the mind, increasing satisfaction and curiosity to the point that continuous study becomes an ideal for any who come here.” She turned the riddle over in her head. “The high levels of mana also make this place attractive to spirits, and spirits in turn have an affinity to the very strong of mind and single of focus. Perhaps they influence us to stay. Or perhaps it is simply that the very particular set of qualities that lead a person safely to this place are the same qualities that keep a person in this place. It could even be . . . why are you both staring at me? Doesn't the subject interest you?”

	“I don't have the wizardly need to unravel the mysteries of the world. I was quite content to leave it at 'that's a curious thing about Entwell.' Now, if you'll excuse me, the throbbing is beginning to show its ugly head, and so I've decided that healer precedes meal. Will you be joining me? Or will you rely on time?”

	“You could always learn a few healing spells,” Fiora suggested, “I understand it is one of the more frequent mystic disciplines that warriors like to add to their studies. And you are expected to add two mystic disciplines.”

	“No.”

	“Well, I suppose there is always the—oh, what is it called?” Fiora said.

	“The Warrior's Sleep?” Leo supplied over his shoulder as he made his way toward the village. “I wouldn't recommend it if you want to keep your mind in once piece.”

	“What is it?” Shadow asked.

	“It is a sort of trance,” Fiora explained. “If you learn it properly, you can bring yourself very close to death, a sleep deeper than sleep, though your senses stay alert. It is enormously recuperative to the body. It does the work of hours of sleep, but in minutes. It speeds healing, too. We count it as a mystic discipline, but there is no real magic to it at all.”

	Shadow considered her words for a moment. “Can you teach me?”

	“Not me. You'd have to talk to Apprentice-to-the-Elder Ryala,” Fiora said with a yawn. “Sundown is still a few hours away. I'm going to have something to eat. I'll see you later for your lesson.”

	As Fiora flitted away, Shadow hauled himself to his feet and coaxed his aching legs into taking him to the Elder's hut.

	The inside of the hut, there was the same subdued chaos that always seemed to reign there. Today six heavily-armed warriors were in a very animated discussion. The Elder was listening quietly, leaving the keeping of order and civility in the hands of Ryala. She was speaking in a firm and authoritative voice, but things were quickly escalating. From what Shadow could determine with his growing understanding of the assortment of languages here, one of the masters of a very specific combat discipline had decided to pursue a new area of training; as such, his three top students would need to be assigned to a different master. The argument at hand was how precisely the hierarchy of apprentices would be adjusted. The current apprentices believed that the displaced ones should start at the bottom, while the displaced believed that they had earned top spots and should retain them. Presumably the discussion had begun with logic, but since then it had devolved through posturing, threats, and was now on the verge of violence.

	“Warriors, you will comport yourself in a respectful and dignified manner, or you will forfeit the right to voice your grievance in the presence of the Elder,” Ryala stated.

	The warning fell on deaf ears, and one by one the ring of steel could be heard, the two sets of apprentices taking up arms and selecting opponents. Their voices and weapons were raised. Ryala stepped between them, but they looked through her, eying their foes. With an almost imperceptible glance to her master, and a nod from him in return, she threw one hand to the side and opened her fingers. A beautifully ornamented quarterstaff launched itself from a stand beside the Elder's seat and planted itself firmly in her hand. With a graceful twirl of the staff, she delivered a jolting blow to the fingers of the most agitated of the warriors, prompting a cry of pain and knocking his weapon to the ground. Five more blows, strung effortlessly together, struck skillfully selected weak points of each of the disgruntled fighters, sending some of them sprawling and others into hunched over fits of profanity. In the space of a few heartbeats, she was the only one armed and upright.

	“As you are behaving as first-day apprentices, you shall be treated as them. You shall all approach your master and request apprenticeship. All earned titles and honors are stripped from you until the Elder sees fit to restore them. His will is spoken. Now go,” she decreed.

	When the shock and sting of the attacks passed, the scolded apprentices filed out of the hut. Ryala huffed a breath and straightened her garb. Shadow approached her and received a respectful nod of acknowledgment.

	“Do you require an audience with the Elder?” she asked, walking back to beside the Elder and replacing her staff, as though the previous act was of little concern.

	“I was told you would be able to teach me something called the Warrior's Sleep.”

	One of her thin eyebrows arched. “You wish to learn the Warrior's Sleep? For what reason?”

	He held up his ravaged hands.

	“I would recommend you see our healers. The Sleep is not to be undertaken lightly.”

	“I will not always have healers. One day I will leave this place.”

	“Then become a healer yourself.”

	“I am told the Warrior's Sleep can refresh me more quickly than normal sleep, and without leaving me defenseless.”

	“That is true, but it does not come without a price.”

	“I am accustomed to paying a high price for the things I need.”

	Ryala drew in a slow breath. “Come with me,” she said.

	The stately elf excused herself from the Elder's presence and led Shadow out into the courtyard. They continued to walk with no clear destination. As they walked, she spoke.

	“In the lives of all beings, there are moments, memories, feelings of which we wish we could rid ourselves. To live our lives, we push these things aside. We banish them to the darkest recesses of our mind and soul. For most of us, that is enough. These things may haunt us in our weakest moments, but they are suppressed. Controlled. The Warrior's Sleep works wonders, but in doing so, it drags the consciousness deep inside, to the shadows in which we exile our fears and sorrows. If you learn the Warrior's Sleep, you will be forced to face this part of yourself. You will see the unmasked truth within you. For many, it is more than their sanity can withstand.”

	“I am willing to face such a risk.”

	“Why? What about the mystic arts are so distasteful to you that you would sooner subject yourself to this trial by fire?”

	“I don't want any more power. I don't want to rely upon things larger than myself. The outside is not like this place. I survive there only if I can vanish into the shadows. Power makes me more visible to people like you. To pull upon forces beyond me . . . it would be a curse, not a blessing. I must be able to rely upon myself alone.”

	Ryala considered the words. “It is an enlightened view. Come, to your hut, then. It helps to be someplace you feel most at ease.”

	The pair made their way to his home. In the time he had been in Entwell, he had done nothing to make it his. If not for the dismantled lamp that Fiora had been using in his education and the most recent book she'd been coaching him through, one scarcely would have known someone lived there at all. The only addition he had made was a small chest filled with a change of clothes and a rack containing the handful of weapons provided to him.

	Ryala directed him to sit. He chose the floor. She sat in a chair behind him and spoke, her voice steady and deliberate. Over the course of many hours, she coached him, teaching him to clear his mind and withdraw it from the surface. He focused on the very most fundamental parts of himself—the rhythm of his heart, the coming and going of his breath. Session after session, she led him deeper, taught him to take control of these things, to slow them. Learning the sleep took time. It was no simple task.

	Lessons became part of his routine, taking place after Fiora was through for the evening and lasting as long as Ryala was willing to remain. He pushed himself further each time, bringing his body closer to complete stillness, closer to death. As he did, he could feel the world around him drop away—yet, simultaneously, it became more vibrant and intense. He could hear every sound around him, smell every scent. He could feel the wind rustle his fur, and if he willed his eyes open, he could see as clearly as if he were fully awake.

	In time, he began to feel the rejuvenation as well. The closer to death he pulled himself, the more quickly he felt the fatigue and injuries slip away. But, finally, there came the day that Ryala had warned about. He journeyed deep enough to find his demons.

	Shadow had believed he was ready for what horrors might lurk in his mind when he was shut away deep within himself. He knew the images of his worst crimes. He had endured them in a dozen nightmares throughout his life. What awaited him, he reasoned, could not be worse. He was wrong. The sights, the sounds, the scents. They were all there for him, the horrid day on the plantation playing itself over . . . but with them came the feelings, the emotions that had been mercifully blotted from his mind by the intensity of the moment. He felt the anger, the hate at what had been done to him and those like him. But there was more. There was exhilaration, unbridled glee in delivering the justice so richly deserved.

	He hadn't just performed these evils . . . he had enjoyed them.

	When he pulled himself from the trance, Ryala was there with him. His eyes were wide, his breathing harsh. It felt as though his soul was on fire, his mind doused in scalding water. The Apprentice to the Elder looked into his eyes. With a knowing look, she placed a hand on his shoulder.

	“I can see in your eyes that you have witnessed the worst of yourself. You are to be applauded for pulling yourself back from it. Many before you have been lost to such sights, ending themselves rather than enduring them. Are you prepared to face such things each time you choose to use the Warrior's Sleep?”

	He looked down and slowly caught his breath. Outside, the sun had moved only slightly. Mere minutes had passed, but he felt more energized than he had upon first rising. Now he looked to his arm, where a poorly blocked blow with a training sword had left him swollen and bruised the day before. Now even the soreness was gone. Finally, he looked to her.

	“I cannot change what I am. But I can become more. Thank you.”

	“Do not thank me. I only hope you use it well, and you continue to rise above the things that it shows you.”

	Ryala stood. Her work was done, and so she took her leave. For Shadow, it was only the beginning.

	 


Chapter 27

	In the blink of an eye, Shadow's training had been in progress for four years. In that time, he studied under more than a dozen of the masters. Foregoing proper sleep entirely in favor of the Warrior's Sleep, he gained hours a day, but it was agonizing. Each time he used it, his mind seemed to dredge up a new horror, a new truth best left a mystery. The reward, though, was considerable. He worked from sunrise to sunset, developing his skills in every type of weapon and every style of combat he could. He earned praise from masters for his progress with weapons ranging from the bow and arrow to whips, from axes to clubs. He had no interest in titles or honors, maintaining each apprenticeship only long enough to fully grasp the key elements of the style or weapon, then continuing his studies on his own. He honed his body, adding as much strength as he could to his already considerable stamina. To fulfill his second mystic requirement, he had runes tattooed to give him a measure of resistance and learned to suppress and hide the “powerful soul” that the other wizards seemed so keen to praise.

	He spent more and more of his time in or near his hut as the months crawled on, retreating from the others and isolating himself. He never socialized, and even after years in Entwell, he continued to take his meals at times when he could be assured he could do so alone.

	The one discipline he never abandoned in favor of personal study was stealth. In their time working as partners, Shadow managed to become Leo's equal in nearly all aspects of the art. Likewise Leo had become one of only two people in all of Entwell who was ever able to sneak up on Shadow. The two climbed head and shoulders above their peers.

	While the other masters had a small number of tactics and techniques, with their training focused on attaining perfection in these skills, Weste seemed to have an endless list of elements that he considered key to the stealth arts, parts of the art of assassination that had nothing to do with combat. He taught how to observe, to glimpse at a scene and learn every detail. He taught how to unlock doors, to use grappling hooks to scale walls.

	Shadow excelled at most, but one continuously eluded him. It was a test that came rarely and suddenly, always with Weste uttering the same request.

	“Show me Leo,” Weste said.

	Shadow snapped an eye toward him. At the sound of his name, Leo turned as well, and upon realizing what was occurring he marched over and smiled wide, crossing his arms.

	“Yes, my friend, show us Leo,” he said.

	“I still fail to see the value that this skill could ever have to me,” Shadow objected.

	“It is very simple, but I will restate it if I must. In the world of a spy or assassin, there will inevitably come a time when simple observation will not provide you with all of the information you seek. When such a time comes, you must interact. No disguise you can apply, not even a great one, will withstand face to face scrutiny for very long. You must thus learn to disguise yourself from within. Adopt the mannerisms of someone deserving of trust and respect.”

	“Perhaps that is possible for a human, or even an elf. You and I both know that a glimpse is all it will ever take to label me a beast. This is a skill with no use to me.”

	Weste gave him a stern look. “There is no limit to the capacity of a person to see what they wish to see. If you show them something that they can trust, then they will trust it.”

	“In all fairness, Master Weste, the task is not equal,” Leo said. “When I am asked to show you him, I need only become distant and taciturn.” Leo adopted what could only be described as a foxy expression, then turned his head down and deepened his voice. “Speak quietly. Sparingly. Keep to myself. Do not look at people. Measure them instead.”

	His changes were subtle, but uncanny. The voice didn't sound much like Shadow's, but there was something in his posture, in the way that he moved his head and formed his words that made it unmistakable who he was intended to be. Most impressive of all, though, was that it did not seem unnatural. He didn't seem to be impersonating someone else, he seemed to be someone else. The first time Shadow had seen it, he'd felt strangely exposed, as though the skill with which Leo had been able to assume his own identity was evidence that he'd been too open, given too much of himself away.

	“I'll ask you again. Regardless if you respect them or not, you do not have the luxury of deciding which of my teachings are worth your while. It is one of the only tests you've failed to show due dedication. Show me Leo,” Weste said.

	Shadow eyed his teacher savagely, breathing slow and deep.

	“Then you are not ready,” Weste said.

	“No hard feelings, friend. We can't all have the dedication to perfect every skill,” Leo said. “Have you eaten, Master Weste? I'd like to have a word with you, if I may . . .”

	Master Weste and Leo walked away, Leo chatting idly about what weapon would be best suited for the next stage of his combat training. Weste nodded and paced along beside him, commenting where appropriate. Shadow followed. With each step, a gradual change came over him. It began at his feet. His ankles relaxed, dropping him down from his tense, coiled gait into a casual and easy one. His hunted and guarded posture became more leisurely, arms loose at his sides, thumbs hooked into the straps beside his belt. He slouched his shoulders and stepped with a bit more rhythm and sway. By the time Leo and the master were halfway to the dining hut, Leo had become visibly uneasy. He turned to find Shadow walking with his precise mannerisms. With a bemused look, Leo stopped and faced Shadow. The malthrope tipped his head, and looked up. On his face was an open, friendly grin.

	Shadow spoke, and when he did it was with a warm, outgoing sincerity. “I am sorry to interrupt, Master Weste, but you were absolutely right. It has been nothing less than a pleasure to study under you for these past few years, and I would be doing myself a grave disservice if I were to disregard even a word of your sage advice. I trust that you will forgive my disrespect. I shall endeavor to devote the full measure of my focus and dedication to this task as I have all others, and it is my great hope that I will rise to meet your flattering expectations of me.” All at once, like a veil dropping, his rigid and guarded features returned, complete with a smoldering glare. “Do not question my dedication.”

	Leo's eyebrow's raised and his mouth fell open. He offered a slow, genuine clap of his hands. “That was just this side of terrifying, my friend. I am honored by the performance.”

	Master Weste nodded. “Well done.”

	Shadow held the master in his gaze. “I've shown you everything you've asked. I've learned to the best of my ability, and matched the best the others could offer, in each new skill you've presented.”

	“You have.”

	“When you first came to me, you told me that I have a blind spot. It is one that you exploit without fail. In the years that I've been training under you, I've helped Leo to find that blind spot, and I've helped Sama come as close as I believe he is capable. I have found a matching blindness in countless others. You have never given me so much as a word of advice on how to eliminate my own. I am satisfied that I can fight, and I am satisfied that I can track. The warrior I am now is the one I hoped to become. Outside of this place, there is a task waiting to be done, but I will not feel prepared to take that task on again until you show me how to eliminate this weakness. I feel I've earned that.”

	Weste looked upon Shadow steadily. “You feel you've earned it, do you? You and Leo are my best students. There is no doubt. If there are any in Entwell worthy of knowing this final secret, you two are. But what you are asking is more than just a simple lesson. It is the final lesson. It is the keystone, the crown. I share that secret only with an honored few.” His tone was solemn, even ominous.

	“Master Weste . . . Do you mean to say . . .” Leo began, his voice hushed.

	“What? What must I do?” Shadow asked.

	“The Lain Trial. Pass the Lain Trial and you will have this final piece.”

	“But if he fails it, he dies,” Leo said.

	“What he's asking for is perfection. Perfection is the most precious thing in the world, and it brings with it a price to match.”

	“Tell me what I have to do,” Shadow said, without hesitation.

	“It is very simple. You will have one month to prepare. When the month is through, you will enter the crystal arena. There, you will find an unfamiliar city. Somewhere in that city, there will be your target: someone you must kill, and who must kill you. Sama has long been after the title of Lain. He will be your target, and you his. Nothing is disallowed. You will not be held responsible for anything that you do during the trial. There are no rules, save that the killing blow must be delivered by you. The trial ends when one of you succeeds. The survivor will be Lain.”

	“And if I do this, you will teach me what I need to know?”

	“If you do this, you will know.”

	It was a difficult decision, but Shadow had learned long ago that it didn't matter if a decision was difficult. If it was truly important, if it needed to be done, then there was only one option.

	“I will do it.”

	#

	A month to prepare was generous, but it was worthless if he didn't know what he was preparing for. His first course of action was to follow Sama to determine what he had in store. As much as each of them had grown and improved in the last few years, Shadow still had little trouble following Sama closely enough to overhear his whispers.

	The older, more experienced warrior must have been planning for this moment for years, as he instantly plunged himself into the task of preparation as though he was working off of a carefully-kept list. He gathered weapons—and, more worrying than that, he gathered allies. One by one he approached friends and associates from among the stealth apprentices and the many other disciplines he'd studied in his years here. Many accepted. In the space of a few days, it became clear that Shadow would be facing an arsenal and a veritable army. Now he had to do what he could to balance the scale, and his options were limited.

	#

	“You are doing what!?” squealed Fiora.

	“It is called the Lain Trial,” Shadow said.

	“And you must kill someone?”

	“Or be killed.”

	“I don't—how could—” She darted around the clearing near her tree, her expression drenched in frantic anxiety. “Why would you do such a thing?”

	“Weste requires me to pass the trial before he will teach me to overcome my blind spot, and I refuse to leave this place while I still have that weakness.”

	“You—you're leaving, too!?” she cried. “You can't leave! You're my first student! And my favorite student! And my friend! I—I can't—ooh!” She literally sizzled with anger, flames flaring up around her until finally she charged forward and slapped him on the nose with all of her might. It wasn't even enough to make him flinch, though the heat of it stung a bit.

	After the outburst, she clenched her fists and pressed her arms tightly to her side. Her vicious breathing subsided, and she regained her composure. “I'm sorry, but you deserved that. Now, what can I do to help? I won't help kill anyone, but anything I can do to help keep you safe I'll do gladly.”

	“I don't know yet, but—”

	“We'll figure it out together, then. How long do you have?”

	“A bit less than a month.”

	“I'll cancel all of my lessons until we can see this through. I wouldn't be able to focus on them anyway.” She shook her head. “This is the last time I get myself mixed up with Warrior's Side madness.”

	With the fairy in tow, his next stop was the workshop of Croyden Lumineblade. The frequently crowded and bustling place was nearly empty, with only Croyden himself inside. On the work surface in front of him were six different whetstones, and in his hands was a curious weapon with a short, curved blade. He eyed the blade thoughtfully, then began working it against the third whetstone. It was a long moment before he noticed the pair at the door. When he did, he acknowledged them with a glance.

	“What brings you here, malthrope?” he asked in his own tongue.

	“I've agreed to take the Lain Trial.”

	“Have you? Against whom?”

	“Sama.”

	“I've worked with Sama. A fine swordsman. If he uses one of my blades, and I've made a few for him, you will lose.”

	“That is why I came. I want to know if you will give me a proper blade, one that will match his.”

	Over the years, Croyden had offered up master-level weapons of various types for Shadow to use in his training, but they had thus far been weapons that were already part of the elf's collection. Never had he offered to produce one of his masterpieces specifically for the malthrope.

	“What sort of blade?”

	“A short sword of some kind.”

	“How much time do you have?”

	“Three weeks.”

	Croyden shook his head. “That is not much time to make a proper blade.”

	“I will take anything you can give me,” Shadow assured him. “I just need something that I can be certain will stop his attack if it comes my way.”

	“To ensure such a thing would require blade tempered by the same intensity of flame. I use flame mages for that sort of thing, and I doubt you will find enough of them willing to help you on such short notice.”

	“I will stoke the furnace personally,” Fiora said.

	“It takes three apprentices to keep it at the temperature I require.”

	“I'm no mere apprentice, Master Croyden, sir. I am a master in all but title, one of Master Solomon's most favored students! What's more, I am a fairy first and a flame mage second. My innate knowledge of wind combined with my well-practiced knowledge of flame makes me uniquely suited for this task. I'll do what you need. If this blade is going to be all that stands between my student and certain death, then I want to personally ensure it is properly made.”

	Croyden eyed the fairy uncertainly.

	Fiora glanced to a clay pot hanging on a hinged arm in front of the forge, which was currently cold. She flitted up to find it filled with iron ore. “Do you want a demonstration? Fine!”

	With a vigorous buzzing of her wings, she threw herself against the pot and swung it into the forge, then disappeared into the pot. An instant later there was a brilliant, piercing light from within, and wind began to rush in through the door, down through the chimney, and through any other hole it could find. The light and heat quickly reached painful levels. As swiftly as it began, it subsided, and a much less vigorous buzzing reverberated from within the forge. Out from within, on a hook still glowing, swung the clay pot. It was blackened, and the iron inside was a white-hot pool of liquid. She fluttered out from behind it and landed on the anvil, striding confidently across its surface with the sound of grease hitting a frying pan accompanying each step.

	“I trust that convinces you?”

	Croyden ventured a glimpse into the pot. The temperature was such that he couldn't get very close, but he didn't need to get close. A distant look came over his face as his eyes darted in thought. He turned to Shadow. “How long have you been here?”

	“Just less than four years.”

	“Less than four years. And in that time I've seen you take on straight swords and curved. Short swords and long. Two-handed, one-handed, hand-and-a-half. I've seen you use axes, knives, daggers, and picks. Staffs, flails, clubs . . . In four years I've seen you handle nearly every weapon we've got. You haven't always been the best. You may not be the best at any of them, in fact. But I've never seen anyone use so many weapons with such dedication. I've been making weapons for the finest warriors this world has to offer for longer than most of the people here have been alive; in that time, I've rarely seen someone with the potential you have. I'll make your weapon for you, but only because I want you to live long enough to let that potential flourish. Go. You'll have it in three weeks. There is a technique I've been tinkering with for some time, and your fairy may just have the skills necessary to solve my lingering problems. I'll send for her when I need her.”

	“Thank you,” Shadow said, turning to leave.

	Fiora flitted out after him, the air around her still wavy with heat. “I think I need a cool drink of water,” she said, noticing for the first time that the hem of her dress was smoldering. She brushed it out.

	“I thought you had difficulty with endurance,” Shadow said.

	“When we first met, I did, but then you turned out to be a slow learner and I spent a lot of long nights as a lantern. It paid off,” she said. “So what is next?”

	“There is only one other person who might help me.”

	#

	Shadow and Fiora found Leo in his own hut, which was nearer to the sea. He was sitting in a chair, eyes fixed on the horizon, with a dusty bottle of wine on the table beside him. Leo was nearly as austere and dedicated to his training as Shadow, but wine was the one luxury he allowed himself from time to time.

	When he saw the others approaching, he greeted them with a swirl of his glass. It was a short, ball-shaped glass with a flat bottom, and on the table beside him was a second just like it.

	“Welcome, friends. I only expected one visitor, or I would have fetched a third glass. Though I suppose that won't be necessary anyway.” He looked to Shadow. “I don't imagine you'll be interested.”

	“No.”

	“I'll have some. I've never had wine before,” Fiora said.

	Leo tipped the bottle and poured a splash into the second glass. Fiora, having cooled enough by now to keep the liquid from sizzling into steam, carefully tipped the glass down on its side, so that the wine was pooled within the curve of the cup, and had a sip.

	“It tastes like nectar that's been left a bit too long,” she noted.

	“Leo, I need your help,” Shadow said.

	“With the Lain Trial? Yes. I imagined you'd ask for it. Sama has been working quite diligently. He's recruited most of the rest of the apprentices.”

	“I don't understand why that is even allowed,” Fiora muttered. “We don't get help when we have our final tests over on the Wizard's Side.”

	“Stealth isn't only about the kill, it about building networks of trust. Amassing allies is just another part of the role of a spy and assassin. If he can convince others to help him here, then Sama could have done just the same outside. He's even asked me to offer any insight I might have on how you are likely to operate.”

	“Did you answer him?”

	“I did not.” Leo sipped his drink. “You know something, my friend? In all of our time as partners, there really hasn't been much in the way of conversation. Not the sort that goes in both directions, at least. You never really asked me about my past.”

	“I don't have time for stories.”

	“Well, it is now or never. You see, I believe I told you, my father was from Kenvard. Mother, she was from far, far south. They met before the war. I was born a few years before the war started. When things started to worsen, and the people of the north started to look upon her with distrust, my mother decided her place should be with her people. She didn't have any money, and thus she felt that father would be the one best suited to provide for me. I was left with him. This face of mine didn't make any friends as the hostilities heated up. Just a little too much Tresson in the features. Father was wise, though. He realized one day that with a bit of help, I could pass as a northerner just fine. And with different help, I could pass for a Tresson.

	“He took me to an academy. Military. They decided I could be put to good use as a spy. I took to it quickly, and I was sent on over a dozen missions in the first year. I was so successful, they decided that I should take a more active military role. Assassinations. I did one, two, three of them. And then it struck me that I was killing people who looked just like my mother. It turned my stomach first that I could do this, and second that Father could have encouraged it. I decided to change sides. Even the score, so to speak. I should have known that it wouldn't be long before I felt the same sort of shame for killing my other half.”

	He took a long swig and placed his glass down.

	“Something that you realize quickly when you are a spy: your job is to lie. You are untrustworthy by your very nature. And thus even when you are faithful to a single country, the plans are always in place to eliminate you if you become a liability. I was not faithful. By the time I was working for the Tressons, I'd already betrayed a country once. They weren't going to wait for it to happen a second time. I had to vanish. I'd burned every bridge. Had no connections to anything. And everyone, everyone wanted to kill me. Sound familiar? At any rate, I didn't enter the Cave of the Beast because I was hoping to kill the thing. What would I do if I did kill it? Fame would be a death sentence. To be honest, I was fine with that. I'd earned a death sentence a few times over. But I was tired of being afraid of how it would happen. I wanted the creature to do it so that at the very least I wouldn't have to worry about being stabbed in the back.”

	He poured a bit more and took a sip.

	“I'm through killing, and I'm through worrying about being killed. I love the art of the assassination, but I hate the act. Why do you suppose I never went after the Lain Trial myself? Call me a coward if you must, but I won't take a side again.”

	“You'd send him in there alone?” Fiora said.

	“I am not sending him in there,” Leo said.

	“He's your friend and he needs your help,” she said.

	“Is a friend someone who rescues you when you get into trouble, or is it someone who helps you avoid the trouble in the first place?” Leo asked. “Not that it matters. Anyone who could remain dedicated to a lost cause on the other side of a mountain even after four years in a veritable paradise is far too stubborn to listen to good sense. So if you need help plotting, planning, training, or anything of the like, ask. But my allegiance to you ends at the border of the arena.”

	“That is your choice,” Shadow said. A breath of wind drew his attention to the north, where shortly there came into sight his adversary in this task, Sama.

	The man walked with the heavy, plodding footfalls of someone unconcerned with stealth. He was not even dressed in his uniform; instead, he wore the unremarkable tunic worn by those residents with no current focus to their training. It was a rare sight on anyone, and rarer still on Sama. He approached the group and stepped face to face with Shadow.

	“I understand you have been as busy as I have these last few days. Preparing. Good. That's good. I'll leave you to it, but first I want to thank you. I have been waiting for a chance to earn this title for more than six years. I've got a host of other masteries, but this one has always eluded me. It will be good to have it behind me and try something new. Pity I'll have to kill you to do it, but obstacles exist to be overcome. Good luck to you. But better luck to me,” he said.

	With that Sama departed. Fiora watched him go.

	“I'll admit I was a bit conflicted about helping you, since it meant I was working against someone else,” she said. “I'm less conflicted now.”

	#

	The month passed swiftly. Much of the time was spent collaborating with Leo to determine what strengths the others Sama had recruited might bring to the trial. After a week, Croyden delivered a “rough blank” of the weapon he was working on. It was the same length, weight, and balance as the planned piece. With it, Shadow could practice how best to use the weapon—but he did so sparingly. Sama and his allies were everywhere, and every moment spent practicing in full view of them was tantamount to revealing his strategy.

	It wasn't until nightfall the day before the trial was to take place that Croyden sent for Shadow. The malthrope stepped inside the master's shop to find the completed sword laying on a cloth on his worktable. Fiora was with him, looking more than a little fatigued.

	To call the piece exquisite would fall well short of doing it justice. It was a single-edged blade. The blunt edge was mostly straight, while the cutting edge swept with a minor curve toward a subtle wedge-shaped point three-quarters of the way along the arm-length blade, then curving back to a point. It had a single-handed grip, covered with braided leather and ending in a flat pommel. Most striking about it, though, was the finish. The whole of the blade and hilt was soot-black, not the slightest gleam or shine glinting on its surface.

	“It is remarkable,” Shadow said. “It doesn't even look like metal.”

	“It isn't!” Fiora said eagerly.

	“What is it?”

	Croyden waved his hand vaguely. “The nearest I could offer you by way of comparison is pottery.”

	“Won't it be brittle?”

	“More brittle than iron or steel, perhaps, but with a harder, sharper edge. I've reinforced it where necessary. You asked me for a weapon that could match any that Sama might carry. This will do it, and without a shine to betray you in the darkness. An assassin's blade.”

	Shadow swiped it experimentally through the air. Sure enough, it performed just as the sample one had. He would be able to use it well. He looked over the almost featureless surface and discovered, barely visible at the base of the blade, two small marks. They were handprints, and below them was a trio of intricate lines of text. The first said “For Luck,” and the others were a language he couldn't read.

	“What is this?”

	Fiora blushed slightly. “Oh, uh . . . I had to touch the blade to focus enough heat, and my hands left a mark. I decided to write you a little message, too. The last bit is a pair of spells of protection. Not much, but enough to knock away a fireball or two. I thought you might need them.”

	“I am not usually one for blade enchantments. Pending the effectiveness, perhaps I'll have to look into it,” Croyden explained.

	“I'm very proud of that, Mr. Malthrope, sir,” Fiora said, “so take good care of it. And I hope it takes good care of you.”

	Shadow nodded, taking the peculiar open-backed scabbard that Croyden had designed to accommodate the unique shape of the blade and strapping it to his hip. The weapon held in place securely, but slid free without effort. It was, without a doubt, the finest weapon he had ever held, and the finest thing he had ever owned. The question was: would it be enough? In one day, he would know.

	 


Chapter 28

	At sunset, Shadow approached the edge of the very place that had given him his first real taste of what Entwell was truly like. Now he would step into it for what may be his last waking moments. Waiting for him were Master Weste and Sama. Though neither had been instructed to do so, each combatant arrived alone, and each was carrying his equipment in a pack rather than in plain sight. Though they were out of sight, the scent of the squad of recruits that Sama had assembled was heavy in the air, the one trick up his sleeve that he couldn't readily hide.

	“You have both had the same time to prepare, and you are both well aware of the rules,” Weste said. “Once you both step into the arena, the trial has begun and there can be no backing out. One of you will die; if history is any indication, we may lose you both. If you choose to step inside, you will be greeted by Azriel. She will share a few words with each of you alone, then conjure up the field of play. It will be entirely of her design, and no one else has any knowledge of it. You will each appear at opposite sides of the battlefield, and the trial will end when one of you finishes the other and leaves the arena. At any time during the trial others may enter. They all agree to the same terms and may render aid to either combatant, but to earn your title you must be the one to deliver the killing blow. Is that understood?”

	Both combatants nodded.

	“Very well. May the best of you emerge and be honored at trial's end.”

	The opponents shared a long, final glance before each stepped inside. Just as it had when he first made the mistake of stepping inside, the world vanished. Shadow stood in a featureless black void, the air around him cool. A patch of the darkness wafted away, and Azriel was standing before him.

	“Welcome back. I had a feeling I would see you again. You've come a long way since the terrified, half-starved beast who entered this place not so long ago. Entwell has treated you well.”

	“It has.”

	“A blue moon has come and gone since you entered this place. I don't suppose you were a part of the ceremony.”

	“I had not reached the proper level of mastery.”

	“Pity. I suspect we would have learned a great deal if you had. As the proctor of this exam, I am required to judge you without bias. However, I freely admit that of the two of you, I believe that you have more to offer us. Fight well, Shadow. More hangs in the balance than your title and your life.”

	Her words were still hanging in the air when she swept away and the battleground began to take shape. First came a gentle glow in the sky. It swirled and contracted until it formed a brilliant full moon. The light spilled across the endless black, painting highlights on the nothingness. The shapes of walls and streets began to emerge as though they had always been there. Gradually, a city emerged: tight, cramped streets framed out by buildings taller and narrower than anything Entwell had to offer. Everything was built of dark gray brick and stone, weathered and rounded with time. It reminded Shadow very much of the port town of Sarrin.

	When the setting had asserted itself, the world around it began to come to life. Perfect stillness was replaced by a fierce, ripping wind that shifted constantly. Dense black clouds wreathed the moon, thickening into a threatening thunderhead and cracking the air with the roll of thunder. Rain began to hammer down upon the conjured city, and thus the scene was set. The battleground would be a deserted cityscape in the midst of a horrendous storm.

	There was a brilliance and an insanity to it. Entwell seldom experienced anything but perfect weather, no doubt due to the influence of the many elemental wizards who called it home. As such, neither Shadow nor Sama had been trained under these conditions. Furthermore, the chaotic wind made tracking difficult, and the constant drumming of raindrops made hearing anything more subtle than a falling tree nearly impossible. In the unfamiliar setting and inclement conditions, any advantage provided by Sama's years of additional training was hampered just as surely as that provided by any of Shadow's keen senses. The playing field was leveled, leaving only raw talent to decide the victor.

	Shadow drew in a breath. The rain and wind were confounding, but his nose had not been rendered completely useless. It told him enough for him to know that there wasn't anyone near enough to be a threat just yet. That meant he had time to ready the meager equipment that he had chosen to bring. He pulled open his satchel and revealed the tools he would use to preserve his own life and take that of his foe.

	There were nine throwing daggers fitted into three short belts. He affixed one to his right arm and one to each leg. Next came a coil of strong, thin cord, and finally his blade. It wasn't much, but he knew that he was outnumbered and out-equipped. If he was going to survive, he would have to rely upon the speed and agility inherent to his kind, and that meant staying light.

	It was the work of moments to fit his equipment, and then came the task of finding his foes. In the few moments that it had been falling, the rain had already coated the smooth stones of the architecture into a hazardous and slick deathtrap for a climber. It would be much safer and simpler to stay to the streets and alleys, and it was for that reason that Shadow knew he dare not do so. With care and speed, he found the safest handholds and scaled the face of the building, keeping to the hidden walls facing other buildings in cramped side streets and only climbing as far as the second or third floor. The moonlight was only strong enough to see with any clarity in the brief moments when a crack in the fast-moving clouds slid by, but to be standing tall upon a rooftop during such an instant might reveal his location to everyone in the city.

	As he moved, silent and sure, he felt the tension and exhilaration begin to rise up in him. The thrill of the hunt mixed with the fear of being hunted. As he had been taught, and as he had trained himself to do, he took the best of the sensations and rejected the rest. His senses became sharper; he became more alert. The endless patter of rain began to settle into the background, and through it he could hear the stutter and shuffle of anxious steps along a narrow ledge.

	He could hear, far below him, a girl chilled to the bone by the falling rain. Deena. She was close, much closer than he normally came when tracking, which meant he was in real danger of being seen or heard. He called to mind what he'd learned of her over the years. Like him, she favored “the high road,” taking to the trees and rooftops to gain an advantage. In the early years, she'd focused on long, thin blades, but as their training began to entwine, she'd begun to shift her interest.

	He slid forward toward the front of the building and for an instant he saw a black-clad figure clinging to the side of the building across the street. It was her, he was certain. Hers was the scent that seemed nearest, and her tiny frame was unmistakable. In a flick of motion she vanished from sight. It meant she had seen him. He didn't wait to react, sliding backward three long strides and reaching up to haul himself to the next level. Below him there was a light metallic plink, a dart striking the stone wall just below his heel. A fraction of a second slower and she would have struck him. He couldn't waste any time. The glimpse he'd earned of her told him precisely where she was, but the more time that passed, the less useful that information was. She would be moving, seeking a fresh vantage for another shot with her blowgun, or else hoping to flank him and put her blade to work.

	Down the side of the building he slipped, bounding from one wall of the narrow alley to the other, dropping a floor each time, and finally to the street. He kept his ears turned to the shadows that had most recently hid the first of Sama's recruits. What little he could hear of her came in tiny clatters of stone or scuffs of shoe. It wasn't enough to target, but enough to know he was still on her trail, and that she was retreating. The jingle of metal scattering along the ground prompted him to leap to the sill of a window. The barest glint of light across the ground betrayed the handful of jagged metal caltrops Deena had scattered. Shadow didn't slow, now scrambling and springing from sill to sill, ledge to ledge, keeping the pressure on Deena to keep her from having a moment to ready her more potent weapons. There was the sharp crack of wood and suddenly the sounds he pursued disappeared. She'd slipped inside one of the buildings, smashing her way through the shutter of a window to do it. Shadow heaved himself toward the source of the sound and in a few moments spotted the broken window.

	When pursuing a warrior of similar skill and training, moments like these were more often than not the difference between life and death. Deena had taken a calculated risk by entering the building. Breaking the window, she gave away her position and presented Shadow with a choice. He could follow her through the window, but that would mean that for a brief moment he would be framed in the window against the comparatively brighter moonlight—an easy target. He could break through another shutter, but that would alert her to his position. He could take the time to enter silently, but that meant delay, distraction, and the opening for a counter attack. As she was not the target, he could leave her and continue to pursue Sama, but that would leave a known threat active and nearby.

	One could deliberate for hours on such a choice and still not make the proper one—yet, in this case, even a few seconds of thought would create a lethal delay.

	Shadow drew one of the throwing blades from his leg and drove it into the crack between the shutters of the window beside the one she'd entered, using his own momentum to force the slatted wooden doors open with a violent slam. A dart hissed through the air, passing through the open window, but Shadow was not there. He'd continued forward, slipping in through her window. By the time she'd realized what he'd done, he was inside and hidden in the pitch-black. He crouched low to the ground. His lungs were screaming for air after the burst of activity, but he forced himself to breathe in slow, silent breaths. He knew that she was doing the same somewhere in the darkness.

	Outside, the wind wailed and the rain poured. Inside, each kept stone-still, waiting and listening. His sharp eyes began to adjust, but the interior of the building was crowded with tables and chairs, cupboards and chests. It was a fully-furnished, though uninhabited home, and that meant there were countless places to hide. Training and discipline can hone a body in astounding ways, bringing to bear a thousand techniques to eliminate any trace of sound. Some things, though, cannot be helped. Each of them had been in the pounding rain moments before, soaked to the skin. Now they were inside a dark, sheltered building . . . and the rain was beginning to run off of them. He filtered out the sound of rain and focused. Beneath him he could hear the soft tap of drops falling on wood. To his left, just on the other side of an open doorway, he could hear the same noise.

	He made his move, covering the space between them in a single dive. Deena had been ready, stiletto swiping through the air, but he rolled aside and caught her hand by the wrist. He held tight to it and circled around behind her, pulling the arm cross her chest and wrenching her wrist. The weapon slipped from her fingers—but, as if from thin air, she produced a second in her free hand and attempted to skewer his leg. The blade cut a deep slice across his thigh, but he managed to catch the wrist with his other hand and lever it up behind her back. She made a brief and concerted effort to shatter his feet with her heel, but he managed to sweep the legs from beneath her and take the pair of them to the ground, hard. The impact dazed her just long enough for Shadow to muscle her arms behind her and wrap a few loops of cord around them.

	“What . . .” Deena said, the haze beginning to clear. “What is this? What are you doing?”

	Shadow didn't answer. He simply continued bind her hands, then moved on to her feet. When she was securely bound, he pulled the pouch from her belt. It contained her blow gun and three more darts. He sniffed the point of one. She'd tipped them with a potent sedative, something that would have put Shadow to sleep so that Sama could be the one to score the kill. Shadow secured it to his own belt and hauled her to her feet.

	“Where is Sama and what is his plan?” he asked, voice low and stern.

	“I am a warrior. I have pledged my aid to Sama. I will not betray him or endanger his mission,” she declared in defiance.

	“Would you die for him?”

	“I would die for the honor of the mission. It is what I was trained for, and it is what I was born for. Do what you must. There is no shame in falling to a superior foe.”

	“This is not your battle. This is a trial. A test. You would die for a test?”

	“It is a mission, regardless of the purpose. I would gladly die if it was the difference between success and failure. Kill me if you must. It is your right. I knew the risk when I agreed to help him.”

	Shadow looked out the window. “I have a better use for you.”

	#

	On the other side of the battleground, Sama was huddled with three of his fellow stealth apprentices in what he'd determined to be the most defensible position with the best vantage. It was the bell tower of what, if this had been a real place, might have been the town hall. It stood as a spire, sticking high above the rest of the city. Most of the streets led directly toward it, meaning that from the four main windows one would have been able to see along them to the very edge of the city if the darkness and rain hadn't made seeing more than a few streets away impossible.

	Among those dedicated to silence, measures are taken to avoid verbal communication. Since they had arrived, Sama and his recruits had not spoken. The plan had been laid out days ago, and the instant the battleground had presented itself, they had each gone about their tasks. The first had been to find and secure the high ground. The second had been to dispatch scouts. One by one, they returned and sketched out a map of their section of the city. Each did quick, efficient work, and in the space of an hour, there was a fair approximation of most of the city sketched onto the floor of the bell tower in charcoal pencil. There was only one section that remained unknown, as there was one scout who did not return. Deena's absence provided the most important piece of information of all. It must be assumed that she had found and fallen to the enemy.

	They knew where he was—or, at least, where he had been—and that meant that they knew where to start looking.

	With little more than a nod, the stealth apprentices set out on the next stage of the mission. Communication of any kind would give away the position of one or more of them, so silence was maintained. Instead, they moved in waves.

	The first pair of them sought out suitable vantages and made their way forward. Once there, they briefly held their position until they could see the shadows of movement signaling that they had been spotted by the second set, who then found positions of their own. In that way, the four stealth apprentices swept toward the unexplored section of the arena.

	As they moved, the weather worsened. It was as though Azriel felt that if the final battle was to play out now, it deserved a suitably dramatic backdrop. Lightning danced from cloud to cloud and thunder rumbled across the city. The rain came down in sheets, cutting the visibility, and wind whipped it into a painful, stinging spray.

	Their trained eyes quickly converted the city that unfolded before them into a network of nooks and crannies, each assigned a value and a risk. The best choice was selected and acquired just long enough to find the next. In their calculations, they determined where their partner would be, and moved forward only when each had seen the other. It was a dance, tightly choreographed and yet entirely improvised, spread across the whole of a street. Then, with a flash of lightning, the dance came to a stop, as all eyes turned to a single point. Ahead was a dangling form. Strung over the streets, midway down from the rooftops, was Deena. She was soaked to the bone and rocking in the wind. Vicious struggles revealed that she was bound, but still very much alive.

	Sama and his men held their ground. They each came to the same conclusion. Deena was bait, strung there to prompt them to attempt a rescue. It was a foolish tactic, as each had received the same training, and thus each knew that the mission was paramount. There would be no rescue, nor any attempt. Each apprentice worked at the riddle of why this might have been done, and what to do about it. Some thought quickly, some more slowly. The slowest of them never reached the end of the line of thought, noticing first that his counterpart had moved on, second a brief hiss, and third a painful prick in his neck.

	Sama watched from a considerably more secure hiding place as the weakest link in the chain stumbled forward from his perch and plummeted a mercifully short distance to the ground, one of Deena's darts protruding from his neck. Deena had not been bait—she'd been a distraction, and the blasted fool hadn't realized. Now odds had shrunk to three-to-one, but they had been given another clue. There were only a few places the dart could have come from, and fewer still were proper hiding places. Sama knew that his opponent must be in one of them.

	He drew to mind what he'd seen of this stretch of street. The rooftops had been clear, but even if they hadn't, in this diabolical wind no dart would have stayed true to its course from that distance. The street was too dangerous, as it forfeited the high ground. There were five open windows near to the ledge the fool had chosen. Three were close enough to reliably make the shot that had been made, and all three were on the street-facing side of the same building. The malthrope could only have been hiding within it. The place was one of the larger structures on the street, four stories tall and perhaps five rooms wide. It was rectangular and simple. If not for the large, shuttered windows it might have resembled a prison or castle keep.

	The member of Sama's team in the best position streaked along face of the building. He stayed low and tight against the face of the building. There it would be impossible for the malthrope to use the blow gun without revealing his position. Sama and the others moved to positions carefully hidden but properly situated to observe all three windows. From here, the sequence was simple. If the malthrope revealed himself from one of the windows to attack the approaching apprentice, Sama and his remaining partner would descend upon him and the test would be over. If the apprentice managed to enter the building, then the others would know that the entryway he selected was a safe one, they would each move inside, and the outnumbered malthrope would fall quickly thereafter.

	They were the only two logical outcomes. The creature had allowed himself to be cornered, and thus would lose. It was at that moment that a third option presented itself. In a blur of shifting shadows—so brief only the trained eye of an assassin could have been swift enough to follow it—a figure launched from the alleyway, pounced upon Sama's infiltrating man, and bounded off. The stricken target staggered and clutched at another dart that had been driven into his neck by hand.

	Sama and his one remaining ally launched after the fleeing form, neither willing to let their foe slip away. As they moved, Sama worked through what had happened. The scoundrel had been hiding on the street. He'd selected the weakest position, and he must have done so on purpose, knowing that it would have been dismissed. He was being deliberate, choosing the course of action not that he had been trained to choose, but that he had been trained to avoid. One of the surest ways to earn victory was to make one's enemy's choices for him. Normally this was achieved by creating a choke-point or concealing oneself someplace with a single entrance. This malthrope was using their own training against them.

	But if the last two obvious courses of action had been traps . . .

	The realization dawned a moment too late for his partner. His foot came down upon the very same caltrops dropped by Deena earlier, and the rush of pain was enough to give Shadow his chance to drive home yet another dart. The last of his allies having fallen, Sama knew he couldn't afford to waste another moment. He managed to grasp Shadow by his arm and pull him from the alleyway. The malthrope stumbled out into the open street and quickly regained his footing, drawing his black blade and facing Sama. The elder warrior drew his own weapon.

	“So, here we are,” Sama taunted, yelling over the howling wind. “Funny that a test of stealth would come down to a test of swords instead.” He circled cautiously. “Funnier still that I taught you everything you know about swords.” He grinned, glancing at the bloody remains of Deena's one successful attack. “You're already bleeding. The only times you've ever bested me with a blade came when you used your blasted speed. That hole in your leg will take that tactic away from you. I know you can't beat me, and you know it, too.”

	Sama launched himself forward, sword slashing with lethal skill. Shadow parried with his own blade. The clash of metal upon what seemed more like stone resulted in a flare of sparks. Three vicious attacks followed, but Shadow managed to just barely block each before retreating a few paces. He drew three throwing blades and released them with a single motion in a narrow arc. Sama deflected one with his sword and a second went wide, but the last bit into his thigh. He grunted in pain, refusing to take his eyes off of the malthrope even long enough to pull the dagger free.

	“Now you are bleeding as well,” Shadow said.

	The swordsman replied with a growl, lurching forward and tangling again. The battle that followed was vicious. Blades clashed and sparks flew. It was clear that Sama was the better swordsman, but he was not nearly so firmly Shadow's superior as he believed. The balance shifted back and forth between them, and when blades were locked, neither was above using fists, feet, knees, and elbows to deliver punishment. Minutes of furious battle passed, and each was bloodied and bruised by the attacks of the other.

	Sama was beginning to tire, the desperation of his attacks growing. A wild slash managed to catch Shadow across the arm, and a follow-up attack left the pair with swords crossed. Sama's downward slash was held barely at bay by Shadow's raised weapon. Shadow's injured arm was robbing his defense of strength. Sama pressed harder, bringing the blade of his weapon steadily closer.

	Shadow's limbs were on the brink of collapse. He lacked the strength to break the attack with enough force to create an opening, and if he relented for even a moment, Sama's blade would come down. Either way, the battle would be over. His opponent leaned close, pressing down with all of his weight. Under the strain of holding off the attack, Sama's blade slid against his own, spitting a few weak sparks. Inspired, Shadow shifted his blade and dragged it in a swift swipe across the length of Sama's weapon. The darkness was suddenly a wash of brilliant white sparks. The flash was enough to momentarily blind and stagger Sama. He swung his blade viciously toward Shadow, and though the malthrope had managed to retreat somewhat, the attack caught his other arm and knocked the sword from his grip.

	Rather than risk attempting to recover the weapon, Shadow fell back and disappeared into the shadows.

	Sama recovered and swiveled his head madly about, eyes wild and teeth bared. “Well? Come on! Make your move! What have you got left? Those little throwing daggers?” Sama pulled three such weapons from a belt and held them at the ready in his free hand. “Do you believe you can score a blow that will kill me before I can return the favor? Let us see you try!”

	In reply, five blades burst from the darkness. Hurled by the injured and fatigued malthrope, they lacked both the force and accuracy to finish Sama, but he nonetheless needed to dodge and deflect them, giving the creature a few precious heartbeats to charge out from his hiding place, coiling cord around his fists as he moved.

	Sama sliced the air, but Shadow slid beneath the attack, springing to his feet behind his foe and throwing a loop of cord around his neck.

	Training and discipline can go a long way to overruling one's instincts, but when something pulls taut around one's throat, it takes a tremendous amount of will to do anything but tear at the constriction in desperate hope of restoring air and blood flow. Sama made two attempts to stab at Shadow, but the awkward positioning made the sword nearly useless. By the time he was making a third attempt, his vision was already beginning to dim. He abandoned his weapons and clutched at the cord, struggling as his strength sapped away until finally he slumped into unconsciousness.

	Shadow held tight for a few more moments, then rolled Sama aside and scrambled to where his sword had fallen. He collected it, then returned to the fallen foe and leaned low over him. Sama's heart was still beating, and his breath was weak but steady. The job was not yet done.

	Shadow put his sword to the man's throat . . . but returned it instead to its sheath.

	“No,” Shadow said. He stood and proclaimed to an unseen overseer. “This man's life was mine to take. I have succeeded in this task. I have been taught not to take a life unnecessarily, and it is not necessary that I kill him to prove that I could.”

	He marched, cold rain pouring down around him, toward the edge of the city. As he walked, he cast a wary eye behind him every few strides. Though he was confident Sama would not be conscious again for several minutes, he knew better than to trust his confidence or Sama's mercy. The fallen opponent did not move. Shadow needed only to reach the edge of the arena again and it was over.

	The edge of the false city was not more than a dozen strides away when something happened. Without knowing why, he found his hand flitting to the hilt of his weapon. He pivoted on his heel, shifted his weight, and twirled. In the same motion, he pulled his weapon free and angled it for a thrust. The blade sunk deep into a black-clad form that had been not two steps behind him. The figure stumbled backward, a blade dropping from its hand, and crumpled to the ground.

	Shadow's attack had happened without thought, without a decision. He'd heard no sound of approach, smelled not a whiff of danger. He'd seen nothing, and even the peculiar burning of being watched had not alerted him. Yet he had acted. Had he not, the blade of his enemy would have been at his throat.

	Shadow withdrew his weapon from the bloody wound it had caused and looked up for the first time to the face of this attacker. It was not Sama. Instead, it was a man hidden by a cloth mask and dark hood. Shadow tore the disguise away. Beneath, he found the aging face of the very man who had subjected him to this trial. It was Master Weste. He clutched at the wound, then lifted his fingers to his face to see them drenched in blood.

	“A well-placed blow,” he said shakily.

	“What were you doing? What is this?”

	The city was wiping away now. With it went the rain and wind, leaving Shadow and the stricken Weste alone in endless blackness, surrounded by deafening silence.

	“I told you. If you passed the Lain Trial, you would know how to overcome your blind spot.”

	“But I didn't sense you. I didn't know you were there. I just . . . acted.”

	“And that is the answer,” he said, his speech becoming labored. “No one . . . has perfect perception . . . there will always be something you cannot see . . . something you cannot hear . . . . Where vigilance fails, you must rely . . . upon instinct. And that comes only when it is needed . . . the danger had to be real. This test was never about killing your target . . . it didn't matter if you killed him or shook hands and agreed to go on your way . . . I would have been behind either of you as the moment of victory loomed . . . . That is why there has never been a Lain . . . until now . . .”

	As Weste spoke, Shadow uncoiled rope and tore away the sleeves of his uniform to fashion a bandage. As he tried to apply it, Weste pushed him away.

	“No, no . . .” Weste said, voice weak and fading. “You are an assassin . . . embrace this. It was always . . . my intention . . . well . . . done . . .”

	With those final words, he leaned back and released his last breath. A moment later, Azriel coalesced beside him. Shadow turned to her.

	“Can he be saved?”

	“He did not wish to be,” she stated simply. “He was a warrior. This was the end he chose for himself. You should be proud that you were able to provide it. Now, rise.”

	He did as he was told, standing before her.

	“By the decree of Master Weste, and by my judgment, you have passed this trial. Congratulations, Lain.”

	 


Chapter 29

	In the days and weeks to follow, all involved in the Lain Trial—save Master Weste—recovered. The former master's passing was mourned and honored in the manner befitting of a warrior whose time had come. Now dubbed Lain, the malthrope was similarly honored for his achievement. Deena and the others recruited by Sama regarded their defeat with respect—and even an air of pride. To each of them it was something of a privilege to have made Lain's ascension possible. Only Sama regarded the trial as a failure, but he bore no malice.

	Lain's new title, combined with the many other disciplines he had studied, afforded him the rank of “Full Master of the Warrior's Arts.” To attain such a title through so diverse an education was much admired, and the whispers regarding his skill, his race, and his mark began to flow.

	Shortly after his recovery, representatives of the Wizard's Side began to approach him, requesting that he participate in the so-called “Ceremony of the Blue Moon.” The next blue moon was just a bit more than four months away, but Lain had other plans. His purpose in the world beyond Entwell had waited far too long already. The very day the falls relented, he made ready to leave.

	“Are you sure you won't stay just a bit longer?” asked Fiora, her voice wavering a bit with held-back tears. “You could be one of the Chosen! I could help bring back the Great Elemental!”

	She was fluttering in the window of Lain's hut. He was busy loading what little clothing he had into a pack and strapping a few carefully-selected weapons to his belt. He was dressed for travel, a light but sturdy cloak about his shoulders. It was reversible, charcoal-gray on the inside and milky white on the outside.

	“I entered this place hoping to become the warrior I needed to be. I've come far enough. I need to return to my purpose or it was all for nothing,” he said, fitting the sword Fiora and Croyden had made for him onto his belt.

	“But no one ever leaves! Why does the one warrior I get along with have to be the one warrior who leaves?” Fiora moaned, crossing her arms.

	“I'm sorry to hear we don't get along,” came Leo's voice as he approached.

	“I didn't mean that, Stealth Apprentice Leo, sir. I only meant that . . .” Fiora paused, trying to work out how best to address her newly-promoted friend. “That Lain is my best friend among the warriors.”

	“I, for one, find it admirable that in four years of intense training he has not lost an ounce of his resolve. He does, however, leave me with a bit of a dilemma,” Leo said.

	“What?” Fiora asked.

	“It was always assumed that, should anyone become Lain, he or she would take the master's place when he passed on. Now you are leaving. You will leave us without a master of stealth.”

	“You know as much as I do. And you remain the only one besides Master Weste who has ever been able to sneak up on me.”

	“Perhaps, but Sama will certainly be after the title for himself.”

	“I am confident you will defeat him.”

	“You could stay to find out!” Fiora offered.

	Lain merely looked to her briefly.

	“Please?” she offered, voice shaking a bit more.

	“I'm sorry.”

	“Have you seen the Elder? Has he blessed your departure?” Leo asked.

	“Ryala did. She wishes me well.”

	“You've brought food and water, I trust? And a lantern?”

	“I have.”

	“Well then, no sense delaying any further,” Leo said with a shrug.

	The trio made their way to the base of the now-quiet falls. Fiora fought back tears heroically as she fluttered along, listing off things he might need as though she was a nervous mother sending her child off for his first journey alone.

	“Will you be warm enough? It is awfully cold in the north this time of year. Do you have enough light? The journey can take a very long time and you can't make your own light like I can.”

	They reached the base of the falls.

	“Well,” said Leo, extending his hand for a shake. Lain returned the gesture. “Good journey to you. And if you ever decide to use that impression of me, be sure to be a gentleman. I'd hate for my name to be dragged through the mud.”

	Lain looked to Fiora. The little fairy tried to speak, but her voice failed her. Instead she darted forward, hugging his throat tightly for as long as she dared. She then flitted back, kissed him on the nose, and finally waved a teary goodbye. Not knowing how best to return such a sentiment for someone her size, Lain simply nodded to her, turned, and dropped down to the cave's mouth.

	 


Chapter 30

	Navigating the cave was infinitely simpler the second time. It was remarkable how swiftly his mind dredged up the skills learned during his months in the cave. The twists and turns of the place had etched themselves indelibly into his mind. Up this slope, through that tunnel, along this ledge. The endless cycle of flooding and draining had reshaped the path somewhat, but nevertheless, a months-long odyssey was traced backward in mere days. In no time at all, he saw the silvery light of a snowy forest and felt the icy chill of the north.

	His pack was still heavy with supplies when he stepped back into the sun and felt the bite of the northern wind again. Without hesitation, he set off to the south, to Tressor. When he'd last walked this ground, he had been lost, defeated, injured, and hopeless. Now he was stronger, better trained, and better equipped than ever before. He moved swiftly, tirelessly. When he could go no farther, he found a dark corner, slipped into the Warrior's Sleep, and was on the move again in hours.

	His time in Entwell had sharpened his mind—and, with it, his senses. Even things he'd done with ease before were made easier. Hunting was an afterthought. Stalking unseen through the places of man was of little concern. He saw how people moved, heard how they spoke, and knew where their eyes would turn and their steps would take them. For the first time, he felt prepared for the task at hand.

	Now all that remained was to take care of unfinished business to the south.

	#

	On her porch in the still-deserted town of Millcrest, Maribelle was just finishing the daily litany of bounties. It was traditional to read the list at dawn, but, like most other aspects of her increasingly superficial title of bounty officer, she'd let that erode over the years. Lately she didn't even crawl out of bed until midday, and what few bounty hunters still showed to hear the list had grown accustomed to her lateness. It meant that she didn't turn in very many fugitives, and thus didn't get many new ones to announce, but that suited her just fine. For the better part of the last two years, most of the food was put on the table by a small stable of “black list” workers anyway. The bounty façade was just handy for explaining away the large amount of money on hand and the other more questionable behaviors associated with the enterprise.

	“That's all you get, boys. I don't figure on getting any fresh ones before the end of the month, so don't bother coming back unless you like disappointment,” she bellowed.

	The three holdouts—who, for reasons all their own, had continued to endure her attitude—wandered off muttering to themselves. She yawned and watched them go. When she was satisfied they were far enough away, she barked to her pair of thugs.

	“I'm going to go lay out the black list contracts for tonight. Can I trust you idiots to hold down the fort while I'm gone?”

	The reply was a barely coherent grumble followed by a pair of inebriated laughs.

	Maribelle made a sound of disgust. “I'll be quick about it then.”

	She stood and paced out into the city, jingling her ring of keys as she went. Keeping her black list jobs safe from people eager to cut her out as the middle man was one of her primary concerns, so her methods were constantly evolving. She stored the raw details of the jobs written out on parchment. Certain key information was kept abstract, a symbol or phrase of which only she knew the meaning. The buildings she used to store the more valuable contracts were purposely scattered, so that a dedicated searcher would need to pull apart half the city to find more than one or two of her best jobs. Unfortunately, that meant a great deal of walking. She made her way to the first building on her list and fumbled for the key. Absentmindedly, she pushed on the door before putting the key into the lock . . . and it opened.

	“No,” she muttered under her breath. “I locked the door. I know I did. I always lock the door.”

	She rushed inside, fearing that she would find the interior ransacked. In the dim light that filtered through the open door and between the boards covering the windows, everything appeared to be intact, not that there was much to see. The previous residents had taken all they could when they left. The three rooms were almost bare. A table, a few scattered chests, and the broken frame of a bed were all that remained. She heaved a chest aside and levered up the floorboard beneath it. There was a shallow hollow dug into the ground. It was where she'd hid the pending contacts and materials for at least a dozen jobs, big and small. She earned a cut of each job, and as such the mound of papers was worth a small fortune. Or it would have been, if it had still been there.

	“How? How is that possible? There is no sign of a search! How could they have known where to look?”

	At the sound of a short, sharp creak, Maribelle's head turned to the door. It slammed shut; in the relative darkness, only a vague form was visible. She cried out, a profanity-laden plea for help echoing off the rafters as she pulled a strange weapon from her belt. It was a pouch of leather, sagging as though stuffed with pebbles, and affixed to the end of a short stick. She raised the weapon and charged. There was clear skill and training behind her motions, and significant weight behind her attack, but before she could take a second step, a gloved hand closed around her wrist. A tug, twist, and sidestep spun her around. The full force of her charge sent her backward into the door. The air burst from her lungs and her head thumped hard against the wooden planks. Her weapon was ripped from her hand and its stout handle was pressed to her throat.

	“Be silent,” he instructed calmly.

	The weapon was held lightly enough to allow her to breathe, but firmly enough to threaten a far more forceful application if needed. She struggled to catch her breath and wisely did as she was told.

	“Your men are bound and gagged, and your hiding places have all been cleared.”

	Slowly it became apparent to her, once her eyes had adjusted, what it was that had so quickly bested her.

	“A mally?” The weapon pressed harder. “Malthrope, malthrope,” she hastily corrected. “You're the one, aren't you. The one Duule let get away. So he never caught you. What do you want?”

	“First, answers.”

	“What do you want to know?”

	“I want to know about these,” he said, pulling a stack of pages from his belt and waving them. They were the briefings Maribelle had hidden. “I want to know why these people deserve to die.”

	“I . . . I don't remember all of them. Half of the time, the people making the offers don't even say.”

	He breathed a hissing breath. “Then tell me who made the offers.”

	“I can't tell you that. These people pay for discretion. I tell you their names today and tomorrow they find someone else to handle their jobs, and the first price is on my head.”

	“Then you've got a choice to make.” He leaned closer. “Today or tomorrow.”

	She breathed a few shaky breaths, eyes locked on his. Keeping the pressure on the weapon held to her throat, he smoothly stowed the pages and drew out thin dagger with a long, deliberate ring of its blade.

	“You can't kill me. The contacts will be worthless to you if you do. You won't know who ordered them, so you won't be able to collect!”

	“I am an animal, remember?” he said, angling the blade over her heart. “I can't be expected to understand such things.”

	Her breathing quickened as he pressed the blade slowly into the leather armor. The blade passed through it as though the armor wasn't there. When she felt the tip of the blade touch her skin, she gasped.

	“Fine! Fine, I'll tell you! And I swear I won't tell anyone about you!”

	“Yes,” he said, withdrawing the blade. “You will. You'll tell everyone about me. An assassin needs a reputation. So you will tell about the man who works for you. You will tell how he wears the skull of a wolf as a helmet. You will tell that it is stained red with the blood of his victims. You will tell everyone who will listen that this assassin, the Red Shadow, has carved a bloody swath across Tressor for years. He is vicious, without remorse, and unmatched.”

	“You think people will believe that?”

	“They will,” he said with certainty.

	She considered the words again. “They might, at that. But Duule is still alive, and more powerful than ever. When he catches wind of you, he will come after you. No one holds a grudge like Duule.”

	“Let him come. I will deal with him when he does,” he stated. He sheathed the dagger and flipped through the pages at his belt with his free hand. He pulled three free and held them out. “Take them. Tell me who ordered them.”

	She shakily took the pages. Her eyes had adjusted enough to the darkness that she could just barely make out her own writing. They were three of the highest-priced jobs. She glanced at some markings she'd left on the corner of each and quickly offered up a name and description of each client. They were all wealthy, aristocratic scoundrels from nearby cities. He listened intently, then backed away, finally taking the weapon from her throat. Despite the fact she was no longer in immediate risk of harm, some mixture of wisdom and fear inspired her to keep still and keep quiet.

	“In a few days, if these targets have earned their fate, then you will have your proof and I will have my payment.”

	“Payment! All of this just to do the job? Why? If you are after my money, why not just steal it when you took care of the boys? And why be so choosy about the job?”

	“Because I am a hunter, not a scavenger. And because not everyone deserves to be hunted.”

	He stepped to the boarded up window and delivered a single swift kick. The blow dislodged the boards, bringing the light of day streaming in to viciously sting at Maribelle's eyes. By the time she had blinked away the tears, he was gone.

	#

	Locating the men responsible for ordering the kills was simple enough. By the time the sun had set on that same day, he had found the first of them. He was an elf living just outside of a port town. The place was Korr, and the man was Gorinil. Elves were common in the eastern ports, and wealth was common among the elves. Gold was the sort of thing that accumulated over time, and elves had more time than most. They often owned ships, sometimes dozens of them, and earned absurd sums for ferrying otherwise unattainable goods across the sea from South Crescent. Fine woods, rare gems, exotic creatures, spices, and all manner of other commodities had made whole families wealthy, and even those not fortunate enough to own the ships still made a tidy living working as sailors and on the docks.

	Elf society tended to favor simple, elegant clothing and accessories, but Gorinil had fully embraced Tresson culture. He dressed in flowing, silken robes colored with priceless dyes and detailed with gold thread. His estate was massive and well-protected. Around the grounds, which were nearly as large as Jarrad's plantation in the early days, ran a tall and sturdy fence. There was a pair of ornate and mismatched carriages inside a coach house toward the back of the grounds. Six guards were stationed near the two fence gates. The manor at its center was three stories tall and had dozens of rooms. The roof had slate shingles, the doors had polished brass hinges, and the whole of the structure had been solidly built to withstand the harsh storms that scoured the shore region a few times a year. To a casual observer, it was an insurmountable task to slip inside such a place; before his time in Entwell, Lain would not have considered it. Now, though, he knew better than to take it at its appearance.

	Gorinil's guards were little concern. Though they were well equipped, it was clear that more had been spent on the weapons than the men carrying them. The dead-eyed men stood their ground, staring without seeing. There was no patrol, and they seldom even took a glance around them. In moments, Lain had scaled the fence and found a dark crevice of the manor's outer wall to plot the next step. The sturdiness of the building would have made it difficult to force his way in, but with so many windows to take advantage of the view, finding one that wasn't properly secured was a certainty. In no time, he had scaled the wall and found his way to a small window leading into the attic. Once inside, the heavy construction of the mansion simply meant that sounds didn't travel very far. For his sensitive ears, it was little problem. Closing his eyes and keeping still, he focused on the voices from all over the house as they filtered through the thick walls to him.

	There was a pair of carriages outside, which suggested that Gorinil had a visitor of similar wealth. This was fortunate. When the sort of wealthy man who would build a place such as this met a peer, each would boast. They would boast of their fortune, and power that such fortune brought. Nothing was a greater expression of power than the having the means and will to order the death of another. If he listened, before the night was out, the motivation would come spilling proudly from the scoundrel's mouth.

	The attic was just as extravagant as the rest of the manor, entirely finished and more pleasant than most commoners' homes. Furniture and clothing that had fallen out of fashion cluttered the pitch-black space, draped with sheets and left to be eaten by moths. He navigated the space silently until he reached the chimney. Once there he put his ears to work again. The voices of the household were nearest: these spoke of chores to be done, those of the nearly finished evening meal.

	When he found two voices speaking exclusively and reverently of business, he knew he'd found the master of the house. He tuned his sensitive hearing to their conversation and followed it through the rooms as the night progressed. At first, the conversation spoke in broad terms of schedules and volumes and prices. There was talk of this acquisition and that commodity. After they had eaten and retired to the study to smoke and sip brandy, though, the conversation turned to those troublesome rivals who were standing in the way. It was at this point that the name of the target was peppered into the conversation. To Gorinil's credit, he remained vague on the subject, but he couldn't resist remarking that this equally ruthless thorn in his side would cease to be a concern before long.

	And so the reason was revealed. This man, with all of the greed of Marret and the savvy to feed it, had ordered the death of a counterpart in another town. Two predators competing for the same prey, and one deciding to eat the other along the way. It was all Lain needed to hear. He slipped out of the attic, over the fence. He would take this target and earn his bounty, and now was as good a time as any.

	#

	It was a short trip to the home of the target. Rather than at the center of a fenced-in estate, it was huddled on a busy street of a bustling port town. Even late into the night, the city around his home was alive with activity. Gorinil would likely have been furious to know that despite all of the time and money he had devoted to ensuring his own security, the home of his hated rival was far safer by simple virtue of the bystanders who gathered in the streets around it. An overly curious neighbor was worth ten guards, and no fence could match the security of being surrounded by occupied homes. If only the man had been modest enough to occupy a single floor rather than an entire building, it would have been truly challenging to reach him. Instead, he chose to flaunt his own wealth by making a home of the tallest building in town. It was a narrow building of painted wood and slate shingle that rose a full four floors over the street, and just as had been the case with the man who had ordered his death, a shuttered window near the roof was the weak point. It was hanging loosely ajar, and a flicker of lantern light revealed that there was nothing else to bar the way.

	Even before Entwell, flitting unseen across the rooftops had been second nature to Lain. He made his way from the city gates to the walls of the doomed man's home without once touching the street. It was tempting to head straight for the window, but he knew that if there was light in the window, there was someone in the room beyond. Instead he pulled himself silently to the sloped roof and crouched low, senses sharp. From the sound of voices he could tell that there were three people inside. The potent scent of some sort of polish was wafting through the window, and the jingle of delicate metal could be heard beneath the conversation. There were servants, two women. They were engaging in what appeared to be the favored pastime of people in their walk of life: complaining in hushed voices about their employers.

	“I tell you, I don't know why he has us clean the blasted silver. The way he eats, he may as well use a trough,” muttered one of the women.

	“He's having us polish the silver because if not for that, there would be nothing for us to do. He would have to let us take the night off, and perish the thought,” remarked the other. “Now he gets to sleep off half a bottle of wine while we choke ourselves on the fumes of this horrid stuff.”

	There was the thump of feet on the stairs, prompting a sudden silence from the women.

	“It is only me, ladies,” came the voice of the man, evidently not the target of their frustrations. “And if I were you, I would not speak ill of the master of the house. If he hadn't had so much wine, it wouldn't be nearly so easy to convince him tomorrow that he finished the bottle.”

	There was the slosh of a purloined bottle and the trio slipped away from the window to one of their quarters to split the ill-gotten gains, taking the lantern to light the way. Like a breath of wind rustling the curtains, Lain nudged open the shutters and flipped down from the roof and into the window. He moved swiftly across the cluttered servants' floor, reaching the steps without so much as creaking a floorboard. Whereas the servants' quarters were packed with cupboards and cabinets, piles of rags and work to be done on every flat surface, the living space of the owner was immaculate and lavish. Elegant furniture was carefully arranged in each room. Stuffed chairs with lustrous horsehair upholstery sat awaiting guests. Tables draped with intricate lacework and carved chairs stood at the ready for meals most could only imagine. All of it was shrouded in darkness, but compared to the cave, it might as well have been the height of day. He wove between the finery, staying low to the floor rather than risk being seen by an unexpected stray servant.

	After another such floor, he heard the heavy breathing of sleep. He moved with even more care now. The most critical tasks lay ahead. He needed to identify the target, find the proof that was required by the contract, and . . . perform the deed. The first part was easy enough, as the heavy breathing he heard was now turning to a rattling snore, and was coming from a room not far from the staircase. He found his way to it. There was a magnificent four-post bed, heaped with comforters. A man and woman were laying beneath them. The man was deeply asleep, erupting periodically with a fresh snore. The woman, presumably his wife, was sleeping fitfully.

	Lain crouched low beside the bed and conjured to mind the papers he'd taken from Maribelle. The man carried a silver coin, the first payment he'd received for his first shipment many years ago. It had an engraving of some kind, and he wore it on a chain around his neck as a good luck charm. The assassin hunched with his eyes level with the bed. All but the man's head was beneath covers. The night was barely cool, the nearby sea adding a bit of clamminess to the air, but native Tressons often seemed to have a low tolerance for the cold, hence the layers. Keeping a watchful eye on both the man and woman, and keeping his ears pointed to the door, Lain slowly folded back the comforter. The man did not wake, so he put his fingers to the blanket to do the same.

	The man released a sudden, grating outburst, a noise loud enough to stir his wife. Lain disappeared beneath the bed just in time for her to launch herself upright and elbow the man in the ribs.

	“Ugh,” he groaned, jostled from sleep. “What . . . why did . . .”

	“You were snoring. Again!” she growled.

	He muttered something unintelligible, then drifted back to sleep. She grumbled and climbed out of bed, fumbling her way out of the dark room. Soon Lain could hear glasses and pitchers rattling from a few rooms away. Lain slipped out from beneath the bed, more cautious now, and looked over his prey. His wife's abrupt departure had upset the covers, and tucked beneath the man's night shirt was a round shape. He tugged the chain until he could just see that it was indeed a silver coin. He was the man, it was certain now.

	Lain looked to the doorway. The woman was likely in the kitchen getting a drink, but she would not be long. This needed to be done quickly and silently. He looked down to the man and made his decision. With sharp, precise movements he clamped his palm across the man's mouth and pinched his nostrils shut. Crouching down, he wrapped his arm around the man's head, reaching behind and grasping the side of his face. The target's eyes were only just beginning to open from sleep again when Lain twisted his head firmly. There was a snap, a few weak shudders, and it was done.

	He removed his hand, straightened the man's head, and plucked the coin from his neck. The sound of his wife's returning footsteps prompted him to slip out through the other doorway. Just before he disappeared up the stairs and toward his exit on the upper floors, he heard the woman remark in relief that the man had finally stopped snoring.

	 


Chapter 31

	With his new skills, the jobs came and went quickly. In just a few months, Lain earned nearly enough gold to buy a small farm, but working so quickly and efficiently had unforeseen consequences. Maribelle, despite her best efforts, had never been anything more than a small player in the world of blades for hire. She had very few contacts, and even the most ruthless of scoundrels had only so many people who they want killed—or, at least, who they could afford to have killed. The largest of the jobs were wiped away quickly, and those that remained were a pittance compared to them. Nevertheless, until he could manage to find a new source for such work, he had little recourse.

	This particular set of tasks took him to a small east coast town called Dravis. The town was home to two of the smaller jobs that Maribelle had been able to secure for him. The first and most valuable was an assassination. One of the lesser members of Duule's growing network of thugs and killers had decided that the next step on the ladder was long overdue for a vacancy. The other job, a much lower bounty from the more legitimate side of her business, had to do with a rash of poaching from private hunting grounds. A lord with vast land holdings had discovered that his private wild stock was being targeted. Maribelle had indicated that it was initially thought that the animals were falling to predators, but evidence had since found that it was likely a man or woman, as steps had been taken to hide the remains. The wealthy lord decided that such an injustice would not stand, and so a bounty was offered.

	As it was both the most valuable and most time-sensitive of the tasks, Lain chose to pursue the assassination first. It was clear that the man he was after was well aware of his sensitive position. The information regarding his likely location and his routine was minimal. No matter. Criminals hadn't changed in the four years he'd spent in Entwell, and the things he'd learned under Weste had made finding and sifting through the clues even simpler. What's more, there were methods available to him that Weste would never have imagined. With a bit of concentration, he could hear at least a word or two from every person in every building in half a village, all without leaving his chosen vantage point. His nose could tell him things that even the finest tracking hound couldn't, such as which scent was common to two shady neighborhoods.

	In the space of a few days, Lain was confident that he had narrowed the possible hiding places from half of the east coast to Dravis alone. He was circling the town wide, making his way downwind of the place. It was for his nose what getting a bird's-eye view would have been for his eyes. As always, he chose to travel by night, to more simply shield himself from witnesses and to increase the odds that his target would be stationary. On this night, the proper vantage turned out to be an overgrown field just outside of town. There, huddled among the bushes, he drew in a sample of the night breeze and began to unravel its secrets.

	As always, the air carried a symphony of scents. A strong base of sea salt and fresh-turned earth enfolded the smoky scent of cooking fires, the potent aroma of the stables, and the unique scent of each of the town's residents. Weeding through the torrent of information could be swift if the event he sought was a familiar one, or the work of an entire night if the scent was still a puzzle. He had only just begun to sift through the first long breath when, woven in among the myriad of others, a scent asserted itself and seized his mind.

	Without thinking, he found himself slipping from the field and toward the city. Every few moments, he would sample the air again. The scent was always there, stronger, more certain, and more maddening to him. The trail led him first to the city, where it traced a long and complex path through the back alleys and side streets. From there, it headed north and east, where it came to the stubbly grass of the seashore. It mixed with older traces of the same scent, the remnants of prior trails from recent days. He was getting close to a place it returned to frequently. As the scent led him to a craggy section of seaside cliffs, a sharp shift in the breeze brought a perfectly fresh whiff of that which he so eagerly sought.

	He shifted from a stalk to a silent sprint toward a stretch of beach that had been turned into a veritable maze by great slabs of sloughed-off stone from the cliffs. Now he could hear footsteps, the quick, sure steps of an experienced runner well aware that they had been found. He gave chase, now following the echoing sounds among the wind-smoothed spires of stone. The pursuit circled back on itself, placing Lain between the sea and his quarry. The instant the breeze was at his back, the steps ahead of him skidded to a stop just on the other side of a natural pillar of stone. At the sound, he, too, slowed, and after a few pounding heartbeats, a figure stepped into the open.

	“Teyn?” came a voice heartbreaking in its familiarity.

	It was her. The instant he had taken his first breath he had been certain. Smelling it had conjured to mind the same sandy gray eyes that now stared with tear-soaked disbelief into his own. In his mind, he'd seen the mahogany fur, the confident grin. There was no question that it had been her, and no question that he had to see her again. And now she was in front of him. He was lost in the moment, paralyzed. All he could do was stare at her and endure the torrent of emotions.

	She crossed her arms and looked aside, sniffling and wiping her eyes. “It has been a long time, Teyn.”

	“A long time,” he repeated.

	The years had treated her well. She wasn't the scrawny, half-starved wretch who had stolen his meal seven years ago. Her build was still the lean, healthy one she'd enjoyed when they'd parted ways. In place of the light garb she'd worn in those days was a billowy tan shirt with long sleeves, matching trousers, and a thin robe. Her tail was hidden, tucked down one leg of the trousers, and hanging from her belt was a simple broad-brimmed hat of the sort worn by many of the field workers on the east side of Tressor. In short, she was in disguise, dressed as best she could to pass for human at a glance. The only thing about her wardrobe that remained unchanged was the jewelry, which dangled proudly from her ears and adorned both wrists and three fingers on each hand.

	Sorrel wiped away the tears streaming from eyes that stubbornly refused to be as aloof as the rest of her. “You still look at me too much, Teyn.”

	“You are looking well,” he said.

	“And you are looking . . .” She glanced him up and down. “Different.” Her eyes locked with his again, staring deep into them. After a few moments she narrowed her eyes slightly and gave her head a sorrowful shake. When she spoke again, her voice was hushed and distant. “What has happened to you, Teyn?”

	“A great deal . . .”

	“Too much, I think.” She sniffed. “Why do you come here now?”

	“I came because I'm tracking someone, and I caught your scent. Why are you here? Why did you leave the Great Forest?”

	“What does it matter to you?” she snapped. “You had this purpose. This thing so important to you. What does it matter what I am doing, or why I do it?”

	In her anger, she jostled something that she was wearing around her neck, causing it to swing out from behind the robe. The motion drew Lain's eyes. Hanging from a worn, knotted rope was a stone, mirror-smooth and deep purple. When she realized what he had seen, she turned her back to him and crossed her arms. “I told you not to follow me.”

	Lain felt a tightness in his chest, an anxiety he'd not felt in years. He had faced certain death countless times and clashed with some of the best-trained warriors in the world, yet a few words from Sorrel took his voice away. He tightened his fists and fought the feelings under control.

	“Sorrel, listen to me.”

	“Why should I listen to you?

	“This is important.”

	“What is important to you is not important to me.”

	“I think you may be in danger.”

	“We are always in danger. I can take care of myself.”

	“Sorrel, listen to me!”

	She turned her head to the side and glared at him over her shoulder, the sharpness of his voice catching her off-guard. He continued.

	“Someone has been hunting in a stretch of wooded land to the south west. It is a private hunting ground, and the lord who owns it has discovered poaching. That is what brought me here. Perhaps you are the one doing the poaching, perhaps you are not, but there is a reward for anyone who brings back the person responsible. It will bring others. I know that you've lived your life avoiding people like this, but you must not take it lightly. I know these hunters. I am one of them now. There are those among them who have more than enough skill to find you. I followed your scent through the city. If they were to bring hounds to the hunting grounds, then bring them here, they would find you as surely as I did.

	“You would not join me in my own quest because it was too dangerous, and I did not blame you. All I ask is that you understand that you are in the same danger now. If you are angry at me, if you hate me, that doesn't change the fact that I'm giving you a warning. We both know that such a thing is rare for a malthrope. I don't want you to die because you were too proud or stubborn heed my words. You are too important to me for that.”

	His voice was steady and firm, his words earnest. Sorrel simply turned her head away.

	“Very well.”

	Lain turned and began to walk back the way he'd come. After a few steps, there came the sound of desperate, pounding footsteps. He turned just in time for her to tackle him into an embrace that nearly knocked them both to the ground. She held him tightly, her head hooked over his shoulder and her eyes shut tight. He returned the gesture, gently, as he felt her silently weep.

	“I'm sorry,” he whispered.

	“No,” she said, reluctantly loosening the embrace to look him in the eyes. “Do not tell me you are sorry. It hurt me what you said years ago. It hurt me the way you felt, but do not be sorry for it. I could not understand then because I did not understand what it was to have a purpose of my own. I do now. I look at these creatures and I know what it means to have something that you would give your life for without thinking twice. That is why I am here.” She sniffled and wiped her eyes. “That is why I cannot go back to where it is safe.”

	“What is it?”

	She continued to look into his eyes, then slowly released him from her arms. “Before I tell you, you must tell me something.”

	“What do you need to know?”

	“When my leg was hurt, you told me that you were a killer. I looked in your eyes that day, and I was sure you were not.” She took a deep breath to steady herself. “Why, when I look in your eyes today . . . am I no longer sure? What has happened to you, Teyn?”

	Now it was Lain's turn to take a breath. In the past, he might have felt shame for the story he had to tell, but as he spoke of the lengths he had gone to and the things he had done, he found he felt nothing at all. It was as though the years of forcing away such thoughts had caused the part of his soul that burned and ached at such things to wither away. It was a simple record, spoken with such dispassion and detachment, he might as well have been speaking of a stranger rather than himself. When he was through, he looked back to Sorrel. The tears still trickled from her eyes, and her expression spoke volumes of the conflict within her. She reached out and touched him on the chest, then put her hand to his cheek.

	“Is there anything left of you, Teyn? Is there anything of who you were?”

	He considered her words, then slowly reached to his side. From within a pouch, he drew a small wad of cloth. It was beyond ragged, frayed at the ends and stained a dozen shades of brown and red.

	“What is it?” Sorrel asked.

	“The last thing you did for me before you left was tend to my wounds. You used this. It is the one thing I still carry with me from those days. It was with me in the cave, and it helped me to keep my wits about me. The only part of me that remains from those days . . . is you.”

	She looked at the swatch of cloth, then put her hand to the stone hung about her neck.

	“Come,” she said, taking his hand. “I will show you.”

	She turned and quickened to a run, dragging him beside her. Lain had forgotten just how fast his fellow malthrope could run. It was rare for him to encounter anyone who could match his speed. Staying beside her as she led the way through the maze of fallen stone and onward into the jagged cliffs took every bit of his agility. She led him along the seashore at the base of the cliffs until they reached a narrow crevice in the cliff side. Beside it was an alcove, sheltered somewhat from the sea spray.

	“Wait there,” she said.

	Sorrel sidled through the crevice, and for a minute or two left Lain alone on the shore. The wind was blowing in a steady breeze off the sea, filling his nose with salt air. Any scent that might betray what lay within the cave was whipped up along the cliff. In time, there came the crunch of sand under foot. Then a voice.

	“Teyn.”

	He looked up to see Sorrel stepping free from the crevice. A moment later, two other forms tumbled out . . . malthrope children. They were young, barely chest-high to Sorrel. If they'd been humans, they would have looked to be perhaps ten years old. As members of his own kind, he guessed their age to be five years. One was a male, his fur orange, but a shade darker than Lain's own. The other was female, her fur deep red, but lighter than Sorrel's. They were dressed in simple clothes, tanned and sewn hides no doubt prepared by Sorrel herself. At the sight of Lain, they huddled behind her.

	Sorrel placed a hand on the boy's head, and the other on the girl's. “Wren, Reyna. This is Teyn. Say hello to him,” Sorrel said to the children. They merely huddled closer. She sighed. “Go. Play. Stay where I can see.”

	This instruction they eagerly followed, chasing each other as they scampered off toward the sea.

	“Your children,” Lain said.

	“Mine . . . yes. Twins. They are shy, as they must be. They have had no one but me.”

	Lain watched as the pair frolicked on the beach sand. They yelled and laughed. It seemed that they spoke well enough, their playful calls to each other coming in the intricate patterns of Crich speech. A question burned in Lain's mind. He looked to Sorrel. Her eyes seemed to implore him not to ask it. There was little reason to. Some things were better left unspoken.

	“They seem healthy.”

	“Of course they are. They are my everything. I've provided for them better than I ever have for myself. And I couldn't have done it half as well if it had not been for you.”

	“Me?”

	“I taught you all of the malthrope things you should have known from the start, but you taught me the useful things of men. Smoking the food. Making the clothes. There were times when we did not have much, but if not for the things you had taught, we would have had nothing. But . . .” She sighed. “The life I have lived, I do not regret. It has been enough for me. It is not enough for them. They deserve better. I need for them to have the life you and I could not have. And I know that I cannot find it here. Across the sea are North and South Crescent. There are few men there. I know this.”

	“South Crescent is home to elves, mostly. They feel the same about us as men do.”

	“I hear this, too. But there are not so many. There may be a place for us there. And North Crescent?”

	“I do not know, but . . . I have met someone who has family that came from North Crescent. She seemed more accepting than the rest.”

	“It is more than we can hope for here.”

	“You do not know what you will find there. It could be a terrible place.”

	“This is a terrible place. If I find the same there, then nothing has changed. But if there is something better . . . I owe it to them to give them the chance. That means I must find a way to get there. I sneak into the city when I can. I listen. I do not know how, but I will find a way to get them to that place.” She stepped close and put a hand on his shoulder. “You say you've worked with men, and you spent time in this other place. Do you know a way? A way to get to the Crescents?”

	Lain sat on a log of driftwood. Sorrel took a seat beside him. He looked to the sea and thought. How could such a thing be done? There was gold. There was always gold. But arranging even a simple sale of land or slaves had already proven treacherous and difficult, even with the money to do so. A journey to the Crescents? That would take months, and even if every member of the crew were bribed into compliance, all it would take was a single man having a second thought in that time and Sorrel and the children would be doomed. The only way that it could work would be if the people on the ship did not know what they were delivering . . .

	A memory sifted to the surface, and with it came a glimmer of hope. It must have shown in his eyes, because Sorrel clutched his leg.

	“You know something. You've thought of something!” She said with guarded excitement.

	“There was an elf called Goldie. He and I were together on the plantation. He was one of the ones who escaped. One of the other slaves told me that he worked in Delti. His family smuggles goods and people to South Crescent. If what I was told can be believed, he may feel he owes a debt to me. Even if he doesn't . . . I've managed to gather some money.”

	“You think he can take us to the Crescents? You think you can trust him?”

	“I don't know. I don't even know if it is true. But Delti is not far from here.” He stood. “I can find out.”

	She stood and placed her hands on his shoulders, turning him to face her. “You can find out tomorrow. For now it has been too long since I have had anyone but the twins to talk to. Stay and listen for a while,” she said, smiling. “For me.”

	He nodded and sat, listening for hours to the voice that he'd feared he'd lost forever.

	#

	In a city not far from the east coast of Tressor, the hunter and tracker named Dihsaad was just finishing the long trek the next in a string of bounty offices. He was a man of few needs, and his past association with Duule had provided him with more money than he was likely to spend for the rest of his days. Nonetheless, a man needs something to fill his time; since his collaboration with the criminal, he'd developed something of an obsession with the creature that had slipped through his fingers. Thus, when a message arrived from Duule suggesting that the malthrope may have returned, he threw himself into the task of finding it once more. Evidently Maribelle's business had sharply improved, and when Duule had her questioned about it, she spun a ridiculous yarn about a man with wolf skull for a helmet. When she was encouraged to be more forthcoming, she revealed that it was indeed the same creature.

	So the hunt began anew. Duule had placed men in and around Maribelle's bounty office, but somehow the thing still managed to slip in and out without being caught—or even seen. If it was going to be found, it would have to be the old-fashioned way. A bounty office, one less crooked than Maribelle's, would hold the specifics of the crimes giving the local authorities the most trouble. The malthrope was both troublesome and a criminal, so the local offices were places as good as any to learn if he was back in the area.

	Like most such places, this one was little more than a single room with a chest of dispatches and small lockbox inside of it and a crude signboard outside. Inside the cramped space was a burly, heavily-armed man with the task of preventing the lockbox filled with bounty payments from walking away. He was joined by an official of the kingdom, no doubt one who was rather disappointed with his current assignment. The official was responsible for reading out the daily bounties and meting out payments. In lieu of holding cells, a row of thick wooden posts lined the courtyard in front of the building. Holes had been drilled in the tops, and shackles had been threaded through them.

	Dihsaad had been a frequent visitor to this particular office in his more active tracking days, so much so that the official and his guard didn't feel the need to offer any more than a nod when he arrived. He stepped into the dimly-lit bounty office, pulled the only unoccupied chair up to the dispatch chest, and began to sift through its contents, muttering to himself.

	“Kidnapping. Not his style . . . arson, no . . . stolen jewelry, perhaps . . . poaching.” He nodded. It was certainly a malthrope's prerogative to take advantage of a decent hunting ground. Dihsaad unrolled the scroll and began to read the details, skipping along vaguely. “By the order of . . . for the crime of . . . a sum of . . . ah, here. As evidenced by the discovery of bones stripped of their meat and,” he smiled, “buried to conceal the crime.”

	He stood and presented the scroll to the official.

	“Has this bounty been claimed?” he asked.

	The official yawned, not bothering to look. “No bounty has been claimed at this office for eight months.”

	“Has anyone shown interest in this?”

	Now the official snatched the scroll and reviewed it. “No. I cannot speak for the other offices, however. That one is offered in every office from here to the border.”

	“This one is mine, then.”

	“Very well,” the official acknowledged with supreme disinterest. He dabbed a quill into a pot of ink and etched something onto a sheet of parchment. “Noted.”

	Dihsaad paced out the door and made his way to the only other building worthy of note in the tiny town, a sizable tavern named Stone's Bottom. It was an inexpensive place for travelers to fill their stomachs and wash the accumulated road dust from their mouths and throats before continuing on to more worthwhile destinations. As tended to be the case for such places, it attracted more than its share of the seedier sort of clientele. Far from interested in the swill they served, it was the riffraff in the back room who Dihsaad was after. Just as the bounty office was ostensibly the local representation of royal authority, the dim recesses of the tavern were an extension of Duule's influence. Notably, Duule's men were far more efficient and enthusiastic in their roles.

	Waving off the understandably skittish bartender, Dihsaad shouldered his way through the door that separated the more mannerly patrons from the cutthroats and thugs. Inside the room, lit by a single soot-blackened lamp, the air was thick with stench, smoke, and profanity. As the command structure of a den of thieves was a rather fluid thing, Dihsaad addressed the room as a whole, keeping his message brief.

	“Send a message to Duule. Dihsaad may have found his creature.”

	#

	A message to Duule seldom took long to arrive. Barely three days had passed before a messenger, thoroughly unprepared for the wildfire he was about to spark, arrived at a palatial mansion farther inland. Duule's influence had grown in leaps and bounds in Lain's absence. With it had grown his confidence. After a period of attempting to conduct his business in increasingly secure locations, the banishment of the one foe with the suicidal willingness to turn him in to the authorities gave him a feeling of security. He began to flaunt his wealth, moving in four years from one estate to another, each one larger and more opulent than the last. He conducted his business openly, flaunting his frightening influence upon the underbelly of Tressor with complete disregard to the far less resourceful and less organized authorities of Tressor.

	Duule was on the porch of his current residence, sipping from a brandy glass when the messenger arrived on horseback. The young man, recruited chiefly because his downright emaciated frame would do little to slow a horse, marched up to Duule on wobbly legs and declared his cryptic message.

	“I have a message for you, sir. Er. Dihsaad found your creature,” he said, his insides not having settled from the ride.

	Slowly lowering the brandy glass, Duule looked at his messenger. “Are you certain you have relayed that message properly?”

	“Yes. Yes, sir. Dihsaad found your creature.”

	He stood. When he began speaking, it was with exaggerated enunciation, but each successive word grew in intensity. “I want you to go back to wherever you got that message. I want you to tell everyone you meet that Dihsaad shall have everyone and everything he needs to find this creature. My forces are at his command. Fast horses, strong men, anything he needs. And tell him I'll be arriving personally in a few days, and when I do, I will be bringing a damned army to find this creature and watch as the heart is torn from that monster's chest. Understand?”

	“I . . .”

	“Understand!?”

	“Yes, sir!” the messenger yelped.

	“Then move!”

	The messenger fairly leaped from the porch to his horse's back and rode off as though death itself was chasing him. Duule turned to the door of his home, stalking forward and knocking the brandy glass angrily to the ground.

	“He dies this time. He dies!”

	#

	In days, the sum total of Duule's network was turned entirely to the task of finding Lain. Under the guidance of Dihsaad, they swept like flood waters across the land. Sorrel was skilled at hiding any trace of her presence, but with two young children to care for and a legion of highly-motivated individuals searching the land, evidence began to arise. Footprints here. More buried bones there. Dihsaad began to assemble the pieces. There were certainly malthropes. More than one, some of them children. They had spent time in a few different port areas.

	Unbeknownst to Lain and Sorrel, the noose was tightening around their necks.

	 


Chapter 32

	In the city of Delti, two weeks later, an elf was seated at a desk in his small but respectable home. His name was Glinilos, but somehow the nickname of Goldie had managed to follow him through the years. Spread on the desk before him were maps depicting shipping routes, tables containing dates and values for shipments, and price lists for various services. Absent from any sheet was the name or address of any individuals associated with the shipments. For the most part, the shipments under his supervision were the sort of which the recipients would prefer no records linked them to the items in question. Business was doing well, thanks mostly to the deeply-entrenched war with the north.

	With the coming of the war, many vital ores and minerals previously available almost exclusively from the north had suddenly needed to be sourced elsewhere. Things like iron and copper were in horribly short supply. What little supplies of these resources that Tressor could produce were earmarked for the war effort. For the rest of the kingdom, alternative sources needed to be found. Increasingly, those alternative sources had been in the mineral-rich Southern Crescent. Much of the imported ore found its way to the military as well, but people like Goldie could be coerced into providing a steady supply of anything one might find across the sea if the price was right.

	Keeping track of such matters and maintaining the necessary network of connections, typically through bribery and partnerships, required a specialized set of skills. Goldie had proven phenomenally well-suited over the years. Though his unfortunate past had left him with a terrible limp and lingering pains, his mind was as sharp as ever. He was currently working long into the night, endeavoring to find room on one of his outgoing ships for a bundle of exquisitely woven rugs that had been purchased by one of his older brothers back on the South Crescent. He took great pains to keep his office private and isolated from his other affairs, and only worked on the most sensitive aspects of his job during those hours in which he was least likely to be disturbed. It was thus a nearly heart-stopping surprise when, without any warning, a voice spoke out from directly behind him.

	“Goldie,” Lain said. The elf snapped around and inhaled, ready to scream for help, but Lain was ready for that, seizing the back of Goldie's head with one hand and clamping his mouth with the other. “Do not scream. I come seeking information. Do you understand?”

	He nodded. Lain slowly removed his hand.

	“Do you remember me?” asked the malthrope.

	“You are the mally from the slavery days,” Goldie said.

	“I have spoken to Gurruk and Menri in the past. They told me they felt that they owed me a life-debt. They said you would agree.”

	Goldie drew in and released an angry breath before grudgingly nodding. “I do.”

	“I am told that you are able to smuggle things to South Crescent, and people as well.”

	“I can.”

	“I want you to take three of my kind as far as you can toward North Crescent. It must be done secretly, and safely.”

	“Three malthropes . . .” Goldie said, his face twisting with disgust.

	“An adult and two children.”

	“That is . . . that is a very difficult request.”

	“Can you do it?” Lain asked steadily. There was no threat in his tone, but there was the ring of bone-deep dedication to the task, the willingness to do anything to see it achieved.

	“When I smuggle passengers, they travel in disguise. With malthropes, that will not do,” He explained. “But . . . there may be a way.”

	He turned to his bundles of manifests and schedules and one by one drew out the tightly-rolled parchment. He flattened them against the table and ran his fingers along the carefully scribed lines.

	“Yes . . . I have something that may do. It will not be comfortable.”

	“Comfort is not important. I require only safety and secrecy.”

	“Very well. There is a ship coming in twenty days. Just north of Delti, you will find a small inlet. Bring these malthropes of yours there an hour before dawn on that day. They will be brought as far as Qualia. It is near the northern tip of South Crescent. From there, your creatures can make their way north by land.”

	“And their safety is assured?”

	“One does not remain the overseer of an enterprise such as this by losing cargo. For this matter, I will escort the cargo personally to its final destination.”

	Lain stepped back, reaching out to snuff the flame of the lantern. “Do this and your debt is paid. You will forever have my gratitude.” He stepped back into the darkness. “Betray me . . . and I shall take what I am owed.”

	With that, he was gone.

	#

	Days with Sorrel passed quickly. At first, she was concerned that Goldie could not be trusted, but she was nothing if not practical. If she intended to wait until someone she could trust with certainty could take her across the sea, she would never see the Crescents. At Lain's behest, the group made a habit of moving to a new shelter every few nights, in case someone else had taken the bounty and was able to find her trail. Once a temporary home had been selected, the nights and days were theirs.

	There were moments, precious and few, when it was as through the long years they had spent apart had never happened at all. Sorrel learned, to her delight, that Lain now spoke Crich fluently. It meant that he at least could share some tales with Reyna and Wren, each of whom knew only a few words of Tresson. Strangely, when she spoke to Lain alone, she insisted on using her broken Tresson. She said it felt better, familiar. It brought back the old days.

	The twins were slow to warm to Lain, but they listened in fascination when he spoke, and when his back was turned, they crept near to investigate him. It was the same curiosity he dimly remembered from his youth. For their sake, he pretended not to notice them.

	Too soon, the morning of the twentieth day had come. The inlet Goldie spoke of was shallow and marshy, little use for proper shipping or sailing, and thus empty and unused. The four malthropes crouched in a bushy patch of overgrowth and watched the water. A mist hung over its surface, and the deepening gold of the coming dawn was not enough to cut far through it.

	“You are sure he will come?” Sorrel asked.

	“He will come, or he will answer to me.” Lain reached into his shirt and pulled out the swatch of cloth he'd held for so long. “Take this. When you reach the Crescents safely, give it to Goldie, and give him a message that could only come from you. I will wait for him to return. If he has it, I will know you are safe. If he does not . . .”

	As if in response, a skiff emerged from the mists. It was small, barely enough to carry Goldie himself and the shoulder-high crate that took up the rest of its deck. He pushed the vessel along with a pole, and when he reached the sandy shore of the clearing, he looked around and hopped down.

	“Well? Where are you hiding?”

	Lain stood up and approached him.

	“Ah,” Goldie said. “There. Fetch your other malthropes. They shall ride in the crate.”

	“First tell me what you have planned.”

	Goldie sneered. “From time to time, I receive requests from those in my homeland to send a live specimen of an exotic beast native to these lands. Some friends of my family have a vast and varied menagerie, and they are ever eager to increase its stock. It is one of the more difficult tasks we are called upon to fulfill, but we've managed it with beasts large and small. We will load your malthropes into this crate, take them back to the ship, and load them into a special cage in the hold. Very close slats. No one should be able to see. The crew has been told we are transporting a basilisk. One gaze will turn them to stone. That should keep their curiosity at bay. When we reach Qualia, the cage will be transported to a forest north of the city and left with me for pickup. I will release your creatures and they will be on their way. Does that meet with your requirements?”

	“How long will they be at sea?”

	“Forty days, depending on weather.”

	“And they will be fed?”

	“Salted meat and fresh water daily.”

	Lain turned to the bushes. Sorrel reluctantly revealed herself and took the twins by their hands. They pulled and tugged, unwilling to step out until Sorrel gathered one into her arms and beckoned Lain to do the same. The four of them walked past Goldie, who recoiled at the sight as though a swarm of rats had scurried by. Sorrel looked him the eye long and hard before loading Wren into the crate and dropping her pack in after him. Lain helped Reyna in, then took Sorrel's hand to help her in as well. She stood for a moment eying the elf warily.

	“You are sure we can trust him?” she asked doubtfully.

	“I will be near,” Lain said.

	She nodded once and finally ducked inside. Goldie closed and latched the lid, then turned to find Lain gone . . . gone from sight, at least. The elf stepped onto the skiff, put the pole to the water, and slowly pushed it back toward the harbor.

	Lain was true to his word, stalking the craft as it made its way along the shore. He always kept himself hidden, but never let the skiff out of his sight. The port of Delti was less than an hour away. By the time dawn was finished breaking, the skiff was drifting along the deeper water of the harbor. It was a bustling place, a dozen ships at dock and hundreds of sailors and port workers yelling out orders to one another. Waves rolling in from the sea jostled the skiff, and within its heavy cargo, the twins began to whimper in fear from the strange noises and sudden motions.

	Goldie rapped the top of the box, barking orders in a harsh whisper. “Keep them quiet. I don't imagine these folks know what a basilisk sounds like, but it certainly doesn't sound like a pair of mewling kits.”

	Inside the crate, striped by the light shining between the planks, Sorrel gathered the twins closer and hushed them. “Teyn will make sure we are safe.” She repeated it, eyes shut. “He will make sure we are safe.”

	The skiff made its way to the rear of a ship marked The Path of the Sun. It was a grand vessel, narrow of hull and with vast triangular sails; a ship built for speed. The deck was already piled with crates, bundles, and bales, shielding the far side of the ship from view from the dock. It was there that the crew on the deck swung a pair of stout wooden struts over the side of the ship, lowering ropes that Goldie secured to the crate. Inside, Sorrel held her children tight as the crate was hauled up and onto the deck. She managed to keep the terrified little creatures quiet as workers nervously lifted the crate carried it below decks to the cargo hold. Goldie docked the skiff and made his way into the ship.

	It was no small task to navigate the boat without being seen by its crew, but Lain did so with ease, lurking among the rows of cargo already loaded when Goldie met the workers at what appeared to be the rear wall of the hold. Once there, he pulled aside an inconspicuous plank and tugged at the ropes that it hid. The wall shuddered, and with a shove the workers managed to slide it aside. Within was the cage Goldie had mentioned. It was large, perhaps the size of a prison cell, and made from study wood. The slats were indeed very close, space enough for a finger to slip through between them if that. One whole wall of the cage swung aside, revealing a slatted floor with wider gaps. The floor was raised somewhat, and beneath it was a trio of loosely-fitted troughs with sloped bottoms. The lingering stench in the air left little doubt what they were used for. A long, thin opening on one wall led to the open air outside, providing barely adequate ventilation and virtually no light. Inside the cage, a pair of smaller troughs aligned with two small hatches on the cage wall. The rest of the room was packed tight with the sort of goods that would never be allowed to leave Tressor if the authorities knew about them.

	“Go,” Goldie said to the workers. “The instructions are quite clear. I will transfer the beast according to the client's specifications. No sense risking too many members of the crew.”

	The men gratefully retreated. A moment later, Lain slipped into the hidden room, and Goldie clicked the passage shut behind. He opened the top to the crate and helped Sorrel and the twins out. She sniffed the air and peered in disgust at the surroundings. Goldie pointed first to the troughs on the floor of the cage, then the ones beneath.

	“Food and water come in there. Leavings fall through there. Once a day, workers will leave one and take the other. The wood is good and thick. With this door shut, you can make a fair amount of noise without alerting anyone. It isn't luxury, but it will get you there alive, and without prying eyes,” he said dispassionately.

	“It is horrid,” Sorrel growled.

	“You don't have many options,” Goldie said. “Now, move—quickly. This ship is to leave within the hour.”

	Sorrel stepped into the cage, her children hopping in to stay with her. She reached out to Lain. He took her hands. It was a solemn moment. In the short time since they had been reunited, Lain had already forgotten how he'd ever lived without her. He had hoped that when this time came, he would have the words to express his joy and sorrow and finding and losing her again so soon, emotions he'd thought had died long ago. No words came. He simply stared into her eyes, and she stared back. Finally, she spoke.

	“Come with me,” she said.

	“I . . .” he began, unprepared for such a request.

	“Do not tell me you do not want to. Do not tell me you can look at these children and say you do not feel the need to see them grow.” Fresh tears were running down her face now.

	“I do.”

	“Then come with me.”

	“I cannot. There are things here that need to be done.”

	“Things that need to be done,” she muttered. “Always you are doing things because they need to be done, or they are right to do, or because other people want you to do them. You can find a way to serve your purpose in the new land, and maybe you can be happy there, too! For once in your life, do something because you want to do it!”

	She stared with agonizing intensity into his eyes.

	“Look, stay or go,” Goldie barked. “I can smuggle four as easily as three, but make your decision! The longer we delay this ship, the more likely they'll hold it for a search.”

	When the words finally left Lain's mouth, they came directly from his heart, skipping his mind entirely. “I will go with you.”

	Sorrel rushed to him and squeezed him tight, openly sobbing as he squeezed her back.

	“Fine, fine. Into the cage with you,” Goldie said.

	Lain stepped inside, the cage door was closed and latched, and the hidden door sealed. For a long while, there were no words. Just a tight, prolonged embrace, copious tears, and thoughts of the future.

	#

	Lain and Sorrel spoke for a long time. They spoke with hope and enthusiasm of things to come and lands awaiting them. The journey would be an unpleasant one, but they would be making it together. As the minutes rolled on, though the part of each creature that had become sensitive to bad omens and festering plans began to invade their sanctuary. Lain was forced to pull his mind from the bliss and back to reality.

	“Gohveen . . . something is wrong,” Sorrel stated.

	“Yes. It has been well over an hour. The ship should have been on its way by now,” he said.

	She tightened her fists. “It is fine. It will be fine. They are still loading, something like that.” She spoke hopefully, but there was doubt in her voice.

	“We shall see.”

	Lain pulled his sword from its scabbard and passed the blade between the slats on the latch end of the cage door. It was a simple door, built to keep wild animals inside, and as such it was locked by way of a simple hinged brace that was easily lifted aside. Lain quietly pushed the cage door open enough to squeeze out. He closed the cage again and climbed on top, pressing his sensitive ear to the ceiling. Hearing nothing of specific concern above, he put his ear to the ventilation slit.

	“What is it?” Sorrel asked.

	He closed his eyes. “Raised voices. Someone on the deck of the next ship over is arguing.”

	“About what?”

	“The captain of the ship is demanding to see an official proclamation of some kind. The other man says he doesn't need one . . . that voice.”

	“What? Who is it?”

	Before Lain could answer, the sound of the hidden plank being pulled aside drew their attention.

	“Mally!” hissed Goldie's voice, whispering through the opening. “We've got trouble. I don't know why, but the man responsible for half of my shipments is on the docks. He is demanding each ship let him personally inspect the hold. He is looking for malthropes!”

	“Duule!”

	“You know of him?”

	“I claimed the bounty on him once.”

	“That was you!? Did you feel as though there weren't enough people who wanted you dead? No matter. This is a problem. He's got blood in his eyes, I can feel it. I hesitate to think of what will happen to me and my crew, let alone the lot of you, if he finds out we are hiding you.”

	“Take the ship away! Take it to sea! We can run!” Sorrel urged.

	“The harbor patrol is in his pocket. They are holding us here, and he could easily close this harbor if he felt the need. Somehow he is convinced there is a malthrope on board one of these ships.”

	The hidden door slid open, and Goldie found himself face to face with Lain, startling the already frantic elf.

	“The deal is off. You may have saved my life seven years ago, but it is no good to me if I lose it now. He won't rest until he finds a malthrope, and I'll be damned if I let him find it on one of my ships.”

	Lain lowered his head. “If he will not rest until he finds a malthrope, then we must give him one,” he said. “I will make my way onto the ship he is trying to search now, and I will draw his men away.”

	“No!” Sorrel gasped.

	“It . . . may work. I might be able to get this ship moving once Duule is off the docks, but you'll have to keep him off the docks until we pass the harbor buoys. If he suspects we've still got something to hide, a few rings of the harbor bells and we'll be stopped and brought back.”

	“Fine.”

	“No, Teyn, we will find another way!” Sorrel cried.

	Lain pulled open the cage and held Sorrel one last time. “I am sorry. It has to be this way. Men like Duule are everywhere, and threats like this will always follow me. I can't go with you if it means I would bring that upon you. At least let me ensure that you have your chance.”

	Sorrel choked back tears and took his hand, pressing it to her cheek. “If ever I meet the gods, I will demand that they tell me what you could have done to anger them so.” Finally, she turned to the twins, who were huddled fearfully in the corner. She called to them, her voice faltering. “Wren, Reyna. Come. Say goodbye to Teyn. Say thank you.”

	The little ones came reluctantly forward, and Lain crouched to meet them eye to eye. Though he doubted they understood what was happening, tears were in their eyes as well. He lowered his head, and the children lowered theirs, pressing their brows against his as he stroked their heads one last time. He held the moment for as long as he dared, then stood and looked to Sorrel.

	“Live well,” he said. He then pulled his hood up and darted through the cargo hold.

	His heart was screaming in pain, and his vision was blurred with tears, but he forced it all aside. There was a job to do now, more important than he'd ever done before. His motions were fluid and flawless as he weaved his way to the decks. The eyes of the sailors were turned to the spectacle on the deck of the ship being boarded by Duule. All eyes were watching the escalation on its decks. It was that alone that kept him from view as he threaded among the canvas-strapped crates and bundles littering the deck and made his way to the edge of The Path of the Sun. Cutting along the railing and charging for the back of the ship, he spotted the loading arms that had hoisted Sorrel's crate to the ship. The ropes were still dangling from their ends.

	His mind worked at the angles, and with a confident leap he hurled himself of the edge of the ship, catching the rope on the way down and swinging in a long arc over the water. He released the rope at a calculated moment and hurtled through the air, catching the anchor line of the ship currently under scrutiny. With ease, he scaled the line and the side of the ship, pulling himself onto the deck. The screaming of the captain and Duule was still enough to keep the monster among the crew from immediately gaining notice.

	Duule was standing, flanked by towering henchmen. To his left was Dihsaad, the tracker's hand clutching at the leashes of three hounds with noses to the ground. Lain silently heaved open a chest on the deck. It was filled with coiled rope, but there was just enough space to conceal him. He slipped inside and waited to be discovered.

	“Listen to me,” Duule growled. “I don't care who you are or what rights you think you have. If you value your life, you will stand aside and let my men search your ship.”

	“This is an outrage! Why would I harbor a malthrope?” demanded the captain.

	“It may have boarded your ship without your notice. This creature is wily,” remarked Dihsaad.

	The hounds began to bay and pull at their leashes.

	“And what is this?” Duule fumed. He turned to his men. “I am through being civil. Clear the way.”

	His men descended on the assembled sailors, shoving the smaller men aside and threatening the larger ones. Voices began to rise and blades were drawn as Duule's men further intruded, but he commanded them forward. Finally, Dihsaad's hounds reached the chest, scratching at it and howling.

	“Open it!” Duule ordered.

	The nearest of the henchmen reached for the lid, but before he could touch it Lain burst from within. Chaos erupted. Duule and the captain alike screamed orders at their men. Lain sprinted across the deck, his own weapon still in its scabbard. Duule directed his men forward, charging after the beast. Dihsaad released his hounds, which eagerly made chase. By the time Lain made it to the streets, it seemed that half of Delti had converged there to see the cause of the commotion.

	With one vaulting leap, he grasped the edge of a low roof and hauled himself up, springing from building to building in plain sight but out of reach.

	#

	Goldie reached the deck of The Path of the Sun just in time to see Lain vanish into the thick of the city, a veritable mob on his heels. He scanned the decks of the ship until he spotted the captain at the top of the gangplank.

	“Ho there! What is keeping us in port? We are losing the day!” Goldie called out.

	A greasy-looking thug on the dock side of the gangplank answered. “I am keeping you here until Duule says otherwise.”

	“With all due respect, sir,” Goldie began, marching over to Duule's lackey, “I would think by now that it was clear that Duule found what he was looking for.”

	“You don't leave until he says so.”

	“He was looking for a malthrope. He found it on the other ship. Do you honestly think he would find another one here? The filthy things aren't exactly a valued export.”

	“You stay.”

	Goldie looked desperately to the horizon, then back to the lackey. “You represent Duule's interests, right?”

	“Yeah.”

	The elf stepped close, speaking so that only the man could hear. “The hull of this ship is stuffed with, among other things, a king's ransom of contraband being sold by Duule himself. Much of it is perishable, and all of it is worth more than your life or mine. Now, do you see that dark patch in the sky to the northeast? That is a storm. A storm we are hoping to beat. If you delay us any longer, we will sail through that patch of bad weather. Perhaps it will delay us, and half of our shipment will spoil. Perhaps it will sink us, and all of that precious cargo will be lost. Duule knows you are holding this boat, correct?”

	The man nodded.

	“Then he will know that it was your fault that it was delayed. Now, which do you think he would prefer: earning a fortune because you wisely let us go, or losing a fortune because you held us to allow him to search for something he'd already found?”

	It did not take the man long to come to a decision.

	“You're all right. Head out!”

	“Wise decision,” Goldie commended, signaling the captain.

	#

	Lain's retreat took him to the edge of the city. It was a tricky thing to keep far enough ahead to avoid capture but near enough to keep the pursuers on his tail. Some of Duule's men were armed with crossbows—and, unlike other times that he'd been pursued by similarly-equipped individuals, they were not shy about firing them when innocents might be caught in the crossfire. He quickened his pace, heading for a row of bluffs to the north of the city. There, at least, stray shots would not find their way into a crowd. When this day was through, he would have enough blood on his hands without having to worry about people whose only crime was standing too near.

	The city began to thin, and the roar of the crowd faded. Behind him, he now heard the pounding of hoofs. Duule and his men had taken to horses, and without the crowded streets to contend with, they were gaining ground. Since their prey had remained visible, they had managed to outrun their hounds. Lain pushed himself harder, leading them as far from the city as he could. The ground was sloping upward when the first bolts of a crossbow, fired wildly from horseback, began to streak past. He cast a glance over his shoulder. There were six horses. One carried Duule, lagging far behind. Two carried men with crossbows, now attempting to load and draw them while at full gallop. Dihsaad rode a fourth horse, and the remainder were ridden by swordsmen.

	Lain looked to the sea now. Against the climbing sun, he could see the familiar sails of The Path of the Sun just beginning to pull away from the docks. He looked back to the path ahead. It was leading to a stretch of sandy ground overlooking the city. Behind him, the sound of rope cutting through the air buzzed to life. An instant later cords and weights wound themselves around his ankles, sending him hard to the ground. He pulled from his belt a pair of daggers and rolled to his back. With two deft motions, he let them fly. Each one buried itself in the throat of a crossbow-wielding thug. A few moments more was all it took for the other horses to surround him. He pulled a third dagger and severed the ropes binding his ankles. By the time he made it to his feet, the riders were dismounting. He pulled his sword and bared his teeth.

	“Kill him! Kill him, kill him, kill him!” bellowed Duule.

	The swordsmen descended upon him, battle-notched longswords at the ready. Lain raised the black blade in one hand and the dagger in the other. The clash began. The men he faced were strong, but slow. They heaved their weapons with all of their strength, and where they clashed with the black blade, sparks scattered and flew. Dihsaad dismounted and drew a whip from his belt, lashing at Lain whenever it seemed he would gain the upper hand, and attempting to entangle one or both of his weapons.

	The battle raged for minutes, Lain's speed and skill keeping him just barely from harm. The stress of blocking such powerful blows, it seemed, was beginning to take its toll, as the blows came nearer to their marks with each moment. Finally, with a roar of effort, the malthrope swiped the sword through the air with blinding speed. There was a horrid screech and a blinding flash as his masterpiece of a weapon sheared through the blade of one of the longswords. Lain took advantage of the distraction to deliver a punishing kick to the fingers of the swordsman who was still armed, prompting a howl of pain as he dropped the weapon and clutched a clearly broken hand.

	Dihsaad lashed his whip, finally meeting his mark. Lain's sword jerked from his fingers, the weapon entangled. The disarmed swordsman dove upon the malthrope and began to rain blows upon him. Lain deflected some, but more and more of them began to connect. He swiped with the dagger, but the enraged thug with the shattered hand seized the wrist with his healthy one and wrenched it hard, knocking the weapon from Lain's hand and leaving him unarmed.

	“Restrain him!” Duule ordered.

	The healthiest of the henchmen wrestled Lain's wrists behind his back. Duule smiled and dismounted. He leaned down and plucked the black blade from where it had fallen.

	“Quite a weapon you've found,” Duule said, admiring it. “You were gone for quite a while. What was it? Four years? Five maybe? See, any proper creature—any thinking creature—would have known to stay away. It would have known that I am not a man to be trifled with. I was actually banking on it. A rather powerful sorceress who seemed to hate you as much as I came to me after you'd been gone for a while. She wanted to know if you were dead. She made it very clear that she wanted to hear me say yes. I was glad to do so, assuming you'd either drowned or wised up. But not you. You're a blasted malthrope, so you come back. You fall into the old ways because you don't know anything else.”

	“I do not think you should take him so lightly, Duule. Finish him quickly,” Dihsaad advised, kicking the fallen dagger away and then retreating to a safer distance.

	“That is not how I conduct business, Dihsaad. You see, to me it is important that my enemies know precisely what mistakes they made before they die. Call it an act of charity. At least they may enter the afterlife a little wiser. Now, malthrope, what you need to understand is that you were never truly my match. You—look me in the eye when I talk to you!” He screamed, slapping Lain across the face.

	Lain merely kept his eyes on the horizon. Watching . . . waiting . . .

	“I am going to tell you one last time, malthrope. Look me in the eye when I speak to you, or I will make sure this death drags out for days.”

	Squinting his keen eyes against the sun and its glare on the sea, Lain watched as the sails of the ship carrying Sorrel crossed the line of buoys. His bloodied and bruised face pulled into a weak grin.

	“What could you possibly have to smile about?” Duule growled.

	“You are out of time. She's on her way.”

	Duule's brow furrowed in confusion. In a blur of motion, Lain's foot darted up, striking the pommel of the sword and sending it twirling out of Duule's grasp and skyward. The heel came down with punishing force on the foot of the man restraining him, allowing him to pull his right arm free and deliver a lightning strike to the throat of the other swordsman. He then brought the elbow back and drove it into the gut of the first swordsman. Freeing the other arm. He reached out and plucked the descending sword from the air and, with two well-placed swipes, ended the henchmen. Duule tried to run, but a quick thrust of the blade split his heart. Dihsaad made it a few more steps before Lain closed the gap and, in one strike, separated his head from his shoulders.

	And so it ended. Not with a stirring speech or a thrilling duel. Such are the things of stories and legend, but this was an act ill-suited for such things. Such are the acts of heroes, but Lain was no hero. He ended it as he had been taught to end it, the way an assassin would: first with deception, then with efficiency. Taking lives, even vile ones, was not something to be enjoyed or savored. It was a task to be completed, and now it was done.

	There was nothing left but to watch as the ship carried its precious cargo over the horizon. When the last glimpse of its mast had slipped from view, he turned his back to sea. He had to return to his purpose. It was all there was now.

	 


Epilogue

	With the death of Duule, his empire swiftly devoured itself. A hierarchy of scoundrels and thieves scrambled to seize what power it could. It was a profitable time for Lain, as men and women across Tressor suddenly found that those previously too fearful of Duule's wrath to take action were now only too eager to settle scores. In a few months he completed more than a dozen jobs, thinning the ranks of Tressor's underworld considerably before things finally settled into a new stability. It was enough to earn him a small fortune, and with it he managed to convince some of the slaves he'd freed in the past to purchase a whole plantation and everyone on it. Fittingly, he chose Jarrad's land.

	Seeing the place that had at once been his home and prison freed of its yolk forever stirred something in Lain's soul. With Sorrel gone, this bit of land and the suffering it had brought were the last real connections he had to Tressor. Now he had destroyed it, broken its chains. What it symbolized was gone.

	He thought about what he'd seen in his travels. He remembered the tight, isolated cities of the north, and the way the people dressed in heavy clothing. His purpose would be easier to pursue there. He could pass among the people of that land unrecognized, just another face hidden in the hood of a cloak. Yes. He would go north . . . but before he left, there was one thing that remained to be done.

	He made his way back to Delti, to the home of Goldie. The elf was working at his desk as he always was, a single light illuminating the charts and lists. Lain slipped inside silently and spoke the elf's name. Goldie shuddered, but did not gasp or scream, as though he'd been expecting the interruption. He simply opened a drawer and pulled from it a small rag. Lain accepted it.

	“She said she knew there was a question you wanted to ask,” Goldie said, “and that the answer was yes. Any idea what that means?”

	He nodded.

	“Good. Is my debt paid?”

	He nodded again. Without another word or even a sound, he slipped back into the shadows, and out into the street. He made his way west, to a hole in a mountain, its walls etched with patterns and its floor scattered with smoothed rocks. He placed the rag reverently beneath one of the stones. Sorrel was gone, but she was safe, and she was happy. His heart would always be with her. It was hers, and it was just as well. Without her, he had no need for it any longer.

	His most cherished memory laid to rest in a fitting memorial, he stepped once more into the light and set off for the north. There were slaves to free. There were jobs to be done. There was a purpose to serve. Always.

	###

	That completes the full length novels in this collection, but read on for an additional novella and short story that expand the setting further. And don’t forget, if you’d like to be kept in the loop on future installments to the series, sign up for the newsletter! For books in other settings, check out the complete bibliography at the end of this anthology.
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	Foreword

	This story is the first experiment in what may become an ongoing side series for the Book of Deacon setting. Entwell, the setting within a setting where some of the finest wizards and warriors of the world dwell, has captured the imaginations of quite a few readers. The larger than life personalities found there have attracted countless emails and comments asking what the Entwell residents are doing while the rest of the story is going on, and how did each of them find their way to their current positions.

	I love to think about such things, so as a project between releases I started jotting down notes and scribbling ideas for an Entwell-centric novella. Part of it was to be separate flashbacks to the history of Ayna, Calypso, and Solomon. Once the Ayna story grew unmanageably large, I decided to spin it off and give it a try as a standalone. Thus, the novella you are now reading was born. It was first distributed as a free gift to my newsletter subscribers, so if you like the story, consider signing up! I produce a few newsletter previews a year, not to mention spreading the news of books as they become available. 



	
CHAPTER ONE

	Far in the north of a war-torn world was a forest the size of a small sea. The locals called the place Ravenwood, and though it stretched over much of the icy reaches of an empire called the Northern Alliance, it was home to many things few would imagine might survive in such a frigid place. Sprinkled among the pines and firs were breeds of oak and maple that kept their leaves long into the iciest months. Flowers thought far too frail to last a single frost found places to flourish. Some said magic was to blame, others that nature simply finds a way to thrive in spite of itself, but for those who knew where to look, the truth was undeniable. Honeysuckles, roses, lilies, and more bloomed in defiance of the year-round chill. And wherever these flowers were found, there could be found something still more rare...

	On a crisp spring morning, the leaves of an oak stirred. As the crust of frost crackled from a broad leaf near to the trunk, a tiny head peeked out from behind it. It was a fairy, her hair a chestnut brown and her eyes pale lavender. She was young, just a few years of age, though for her race that placed her firmly in adolescence. She blinked at the brightness of the sun and timidly ventured a few steps farther.

	For the chilly climate, one would imagine her clothing to be woefully inadequate. She wore a simple dress of pale yellow, fashioned from flower petals pounded into a sort of fabric. It was nearly as light and delicate as the gossamer dragonfly wings fluttering lightly on her back. The dress couldn't have done much to ward off the cold. She tapped forward along the rough bark, her tiny feet bare, yet despite the bite to the air she didn't so much as tremble. To a fairy, the forest held many dangers, but cold was little concern.

	Her eyes fixed on the clearing in the distance where her favorite rose bush beckoned to her, promising a breakfast of nectar. Already she could see the lowest flowers rustling, no doubt her family drinking their fill. She glanced to and fro, biting her lip and twisting her face in a mixture of eagerness and uncertainty. When she was satisfied, she buzzed her wings to speed and darted forward. The very instant her feet left the branch, a trilling tone whistled out from a bush at the foot of the tree. The sound might have been dismissed as a particularly complex bird call by most listeners, but for the little fairy it was an angry reprimand, the voice of her father.

	"Ayna, you come here this instant!" he chirped in their elegant, lilting language.

	He burst out from a nest of leaves and twigs. The nest was tucked away in the thick of a bush at the foot of the tree, hidden such that even the sharpest eyes wouldn't spot it. Anya's father was dressed in a tunic and loincloth of oak leaf, and if human he would have been an imposing figure. His shoulders were broad, his build stout. Though he was no larger than the size of an open human hand, he still towered over the girl when he buzzed up and hung angrily before her.

	"Where did you think you were going, little Ayna?" he fumed.

	"I was only going to the rose bush for breakfast," she said sheepishly, eyes to her feet.

	"Oh, you're heading to the rose bush? I didn't realize you'd plucked me a leaf yet," he said, his tone mocking.

	"Father..."

	"Perhaps you should pluck me another," he continued. "I'll have that one. Good and dry. It's practically ready to drop on its own."

	"Fine!" Ayna said.

	She pivoted in air until she was facing the branch and set her eyes on the leaf. Her father buzzed to her side and watched with his arms crossed. Ayna let her hands drop to her sides and tried to gather her mind.

	For as long as she could remember, she'd tried to gather the wind to her will. It was a tradition for her race, a rite of passage. On the day a fairy could coax the wind into pulling a leaf from the tree, he or she was considered grown. Mastering the wind, even to that small degree, was enough to help a fairy stay safe. A breath of wind could hide scent. It could confuse predators, foul the flight of birds. Each of Ayna's brothers and sisters had done so by the time they were her age, and thus they were free to explore. Anya had yet to do so, and until she could conjure a breeze at will, she had to remain in the safety of the home tree. 

	Ayna twisted and turned her mind this way and that, tugging it in the directions she believed might influence the breeze. Alas, she had no way of knowing if she was doing it properly. The cruelest part of this rite of passage was that she would receive no instruction. Fairies had a natural affinity to wind. They were expected to learn to manipulate it in the same way that they learned to fly, or another creature learned to walk. In time, with practice, it would come. Neither her father, her sisters, nor her brothers would utter a word of advice to aid her.

	By now she should have learned it. She could sense the wind expertly. If she shut her eyes and let the world fall away, she could feel the flutter of every leaf, the breath of every creature. She could feel the ripples on the stream and the waving of each blade of grass. On the day her youngest brother had plucked his first leaf, she'd known he'd gotten the knack even before he did. The unnatural motion of the breeze as it fell under his control blared in her mind like a trumpet. But she'd not once seen the wind answer her call in the same way. It was like learning to listen but never learning to talk.

	For a full minute she tried, and her father waited. Finally his patience ran thin.

	"That's enough, Ayna. Back to the tree, where it will be safe."

	"But father!"

	"Back to the tree!" he growled, a puff of wind swirling from behind him and forcing her back slightly.

	Sulking, she did as she was told. He fluttered along beside her as she returned to the branch she'd practically claimed as her own. It was virtually clear of leaves, low enough to be below the canopy but high enough to give a clear view of the forest around her. Sometimes it felt like the view from that branch was the closest she would ever come to seeing the rest of the woods.

	"Your mother will bring your breakfast, like always," he said, his voice held carefully even. "We can bear your burden until you are ready."

	Ayna shook at the word. Burden. She'd been hearing it more and more as the months rolled on without any hint that she'd found the secret that should have been second nature.

	"Ah. Here is your mother now."

	A fairy woman approached, a curled rose petal in her hands. Her hair was longer and a shade darker, but at first glance it was clear that in a few years she and Ayna would be virtually indistinguishable. Her dress was the vivid red of rose pedals, and she had an idle smile that faded when she saw Ayna's father's expression.

	"What has she done now?" she asked wearily.

	"Your daughter was planning to leave the tree."

	"Did she pluck a leaf?"

	"No," Ayna moped, taking the petal from her mother.

	It was filled with nectar. Ayna tipped it back and let the delightful sweetness dance across her tongue. Ayna had heard from her grandfather, who had brought the family to the north before she was born, that the nectar here in Ravenwood was the sweetest he had ever found. It was the only nectar she'd ever known, but she couldn't dream of a better meal. Rose nectar had always been her favorite. Fine was the morning that they were able to drink from the rosebush.

	Her mother released a put-upon sigh. "If you can't share in the foraging, at least you should do as you're told. You needn't make things more difficult. Remember your great-grandmother?"

	"What if I am like Gram?" Ayna said. "What if I never figure out how to control the breeze?"

	"Then you will stay in the tree, and you will watch your nieces and nephews for as long as you are able, like she did," her father said. "And if you do end up like my grandmother, at least you'll be safer."

	"Why?"

	"Because your great-grandmother was bigger than you, like your father. And do you know what being bigger and stronger does? It gets you noticed. Fairies who fly high get caught by hawks. Fairies with great magic get caught by mages. The way a fairy survives is by not being seen. The small and weak are the best at not being seen, and that makes up for what they lack. It is nature's way. If you never leave the tree, at least we'll never have to teach you about things like elves..."

	"But I want to know about elves. I've never even seen one."

	"You don't want to know about them. And as long as you don't pluck a leaf, I won't ever have to tell you about the pointy-eared devils," her father said. "Now you stay in the tree. We'll all be back for supper. Try not to make any trouble."

	With that, her mother and father flitted off for the day's foraging. Ayna was left to sit, watch, and blindly try to capture her birthright in the conjuring of the breeze.

	#

	Ayna lay on her branch, eyes gazing into the distance as the full moon painted dappled patches of light upon the icy ground. As she watched the night drift by, the rest of her family sound asleep in the bush below, her stomach churned and grumbled. It had been a poor day's forage, and since she'd not had to spend any energy gathering nectar, Ayna once again got the smallest share of what they'd found. She understood why it had to be that way, but it didn't make the hunger pains go away.

	She always looked forward to the peace of the night. A long day of foraging made for a very sound sleep. Her father was nearly as skilled at feeling the wind as she, and as a result whenever she drifted away from the tree he would come darting back to see that she returned to the branches. While he slept, though, there was freedom. If she was careful to keep quiet, she could steal a few precious minutes of exploring without the others finding out. She was always cautious. Though she'd not plucked a leaf and therefore had not been told of all of the dangers beyond the tree, she knew all too well the sorts of things that could make a meal of even a skilled fairy. Her uncle had been caught by an owl, and not a year ago her grandmother had been snapped up by a fox.

	Her stomach rumbled some more, and her eyes lingered on the rosebush in the distance. A voice in her mind challenged her. Surely she could make it to the bush and back. They never drank it dry, because in a storm it was the only food close enough to reach safely. If she could flit out to the bush and back she'd be able to take the edge from her hunger, and maybe see a few new sights. It was farther than she'd ever gone on her own before, but not by much...

	Ayna stood and moved with swift care along the branch, pacing out to the very end. She buzzed off toward the bush before her fluttering anxiety and better sense could change her mind, the thought of the sweet nectar and a full stomach driving her forward. It didn't take more than a moment for her to reach the first bloom. One by one she darted from flower to flower, trying to find one heavy with nectar. If it was particularly full, she could probably take a bigger sip without it being missed. Sadly, most had only begun to refresh themselves. She made do with dabbing a finger into each flower and licking it clean.

	When she'd taken as much as she dared, she found her stomach felt just as empty as before. For an instant, she considered venturing out and foraging on her own, but she banished the thought. Her family had done their best and found little. There was little hope that she'd do any better without even being taught how to do it. She stuck her face into a bloom for one last lingering whiff before returning home, but a strange scent mixed with the flower's aroma seized her mind. It was subtle, but she knew it wasn't her imagination. She raised her head and floated up into the air, taking a long whiff of the breeze.

	The scent was intoxicating. It was the warmest, sweetest thing she'd ever smelled. Her body almost moved of its own accord, facing into the breeze and flitting toward the wonderful aroma. Distantly, she knew that she was moving quite far from her tree, but she knew that she would be able to find it again, and this was too much of an opportunity to let slip. In a thicker part of the forest, she found the source of the heavenly smell.

	At the base of a stout fir tree was a small clay pot sitting in a larger, shallower dish of water. She drifted to it, buzzing in the air over the dish of water, which was strangely warm. The pot was a bit taller than she was, and it was strong with the scent she was after. Just inside the lid was a thick row of bristles with a small gap between it and the wall. She touched the bristles. They were fairly soft, and gave easily enough. At the tip of the bristles an amber substance glistened in the moonlight. The stuff was sticky, but certainly the source of the aroma. Before she could stop herself she licked her finger. It was a symphony of flavor. The most glorious thing she'd ever tasted. The stuff put all of the other nectars she'd tasted to shame. So much sweeter, so much heartier and thicker. She peered down into the jar. At the bottom was a thick layer. Enough to eat her fill and come back to do it again for days. It would be a tight squeeze, but she could certainly slip past the brush to climb inside. A tug at the bristles confirmed that it would be simple enough to push past in either direction.

	Out of habit and caution, she decided to be sure that there was nothing about. A slow scan of the surroundings with her eyes didn't turn up anything, but she knew better than to trust her eyes alone, especially at night. She opened her mind to the motion of the breeze. The forest around her was even more still that it usually was. Even the usual squirrels, mice, and birds were quite far away. But there was one group of creatures. They were large, breathing slow and steady. The group of them hidden in a cluster of bushes a fair distance away, near a crackling, smoky flame.

	The presence of these strange creatures terrified Ayna. She made ready to bolt for her home, but the rumble of her stomach and the lingering flavor on her lips made her pause. She'd seen deer, fox, wolves, and the like. All of them were quite fast, but she knew she was faster. The only thing that could catch her without surprising her was a hawk or an owl, and the creatures in the bushes certainly weren't birds of prey... she would keep her mind open, continue to read the breeze, and the instant they drew closer, she would fly away. There would be no catching her. The sticky stuff was so lovely and thick, it wouldn't take more than a few mouthfuls to set her hunger to rest and give her the first well-fed night's sleep in far too long.

	She buzzed up to the edge of the jar and carefully slid herself over the rim, easing along its smooth inner wall and feeling the sticky bristles smear themselves over her back and wings. It left a gooey layer that she made special note to wash away before she slept, lest her parents grow suspicious. Suddenly her legs slipped and she slid the rest of the way into the jar. Her hands sunk wrist-deep into the stuff before touching the bottom beneath it. It was beautifully warm, oozing between her fingers as she slid her legs down to the side to plant her feet in it.

	Her mouth already watering, she took a double scoop of the golden syrup and stuffed it into her mouth, letting it glue her jaw shut for a few delightful seconds while she savored it. The joy of tasting it was still buzzing in her mind when she realized the breathing she felt was quickening. And now it was drawing closer.

	She stood and reached past the bristles to the edge, stickily grabbing it and hauling her feet out of the clutching grip of the goo. The bristles dragged a second coat of the stuff across her back as she hauled herself up, and the breathing was quite close now. She grinned. If this was as fast as these creatures could run, she would lose them the moment she was in the air. She stood on the rim and fluttered her wings to life... but they waved ponderously through the air. They weren't moving fast enough for her to take flight.

	A hot knife of fear cut through her as she realized her mistake. The stuff that had coated her wings was too heavy. She frantically tried to shake it free but the syrup that had been so beautifully thick and hearty sliding down her throat was clinging tight, only tiny blobs of it flicking off with each flap of her wings. Behind her she could hear the heavy thud of footsteps as the creatures grew nearer.

	Ayna knew she had to escape, and if she couldn't fly that meant she'd have to run. She tried to leap clear of the dish, but unused to doing so without her wings to assist she fell short and splashed into the warm water. After floundering for a second she reached the edge and pulled herself out. The water drenching her body loosened and thinned the stuff sticking to her, and with a mighty effort she was able to work her wings fast enough to fling some of it off and just barely get airborne, but her wings still felt stiff and heavy. Her flight was a drunken and slow, lurching through the air and bouncing across the ground. Fear drove her wings faster than they'd ever moved before, launching free streamers of the stuff and gradually returning her proper agility. At that moment, she felt something enormous and billowy rushing through the air, flapping almost like the wings of an eagle. There couldn't have been an eagle! She couldn't have missed that!

	She shut her eyes and forced herself forward, but something soft and giving struck her from behind and forced her downward before pulling tight around her. The world toppled and twirled. She tried to free herself, but whatever was entangling her was far too strong, like some sort of thick spider web. Panic seized her mind and her heart fluttered in her chest as she looked through the strands of web at the beast who had captured her.

	It almost seemed to her that her captor was an enormous fairy, though it was dressed in rougher clothing and had no wings. The thing was breathless, grinning at her as two others caught up.

	"Please! No! Please! Let me go! I didn't mean to steal your food!" Ayna squealed.

	The creatures replied, though their booming voices spoke in a language she couldn't understand. By their expressions they seemed quite happy to have caught her, smiling at one another as their booming voices echoed in her ears. The tone was so deep and the words so coarse, most of what they said was little more than noise to her. She may as well be listening to thunder bouncing between the clouds. Some words came again and again--words like "honey" and "trap"--but before long Ayna had to pin her hands over her ears to block out the terrible sounds.

	She struggled and fluttered against the web of threads. This seemed to make them happier. The word "feisty" joined the handful that she could understand before they paused in their thunderous conversation to draw a clear glass jar from his bag. Her captor clutched her body tight in his grip, wadding up the web around her. His fingers squeezed, not painfully, but firmly enough that she couldn't move at all. He lowered the wooden frame to which the web was attached, pulling back the mesh of threads until Ayna's head was clear of it, then upended the jar over her and flipped the web upside down. When she was dangling into the jar he released her, sending her tumbling down into the glass container. She flapped her wings for all she was worth and darted upward, but he was too fast, sliding a cork in place and pounding it home.

	Instantly Ayna felt something she'd never felt before. The wind was silent. She couldn't feel it, couldn't hear it. The world had been reduced to little more than the inside of a jar barely tall enough to stand in. It was a horrid, maddening sensation. Being cut off from the wind was like having a sense taken away, being struck blind or deaf. Only it was worse, because she was a fairy. The wind was a part of her. They may as well have taken a piece of her soul.

	Ayna rattled against the jar, a second and deeper fear gripping her. Never before had she not been free to move about as she pleased. She may have felt the tree was not large enough to give her room to explore, but at least it was large enough to spread her wings. This prison was tiny, restrictive in a way she'd never imagined. She wanted out. She needed out.

	Her tiny hands hammered and pounded at the glass and she screamed for freedom, but they simply grinned at her, talking each other in voices muffled by the glass. The captor held her up to eye-level to give her a final look over. Grinning wide. Anya had just enough of her wits about her to notice his ears. His long, pointed ears... she'd finally seen an elf. And now she understood why her father had spoken so viciously of them.

	Words like "price" and "gold" were tossed back and forth between the men, each of them widening their smile. Amid enthusiastic nods they pulled open a sack and tossed her jar inside, exposing her to one final surge of fear as the darkness closed in around her.

	"No! Please! Please!" she cried.

	They paid her no mind, and before long she was rattling around the jar, clinking against the cold glass walls with each step. She curled into a ball, pulling her knees to her chest and sliding to the corner of the jar, tears streaming down her face.

	What had she done...

	#

	Ayna awoke to another miserable day. After bumping and clinking about in her tiny jar for a few hours, the elf who had captured her had transferred her to a strange glass tube. It was about twice as tall as she was, and wide enough for her to lay down if she curled up a bit. Both the top and bottom were made of a wire mesh that she could fit her arms and legs through, but try as she might she couldn't squeeze her body through. After three hungry days, they fed her. The meal was a few drops of sugary water drizzled down a thread hanging into the tube. Her new prison was terrible, but at least it was better than the jar. The mesh let the air through. That was a tremendous mercy. If she'd been bottled up for much longer she wasn't certain her mind could have recovered. To take away the wind was to take away the world.

	The fairy hunters had placed her on a shelf in a carriage stuffed with harsh-smelling herbs and assorted curious animals and birds. Some she recognized as beasts of Ravenwood, others she'd never seen before. All looked as distraught and frightened as she. There, among the other captive beasts and plant samples, she'd remained for what may have only been days but felt like an eternity.

	She wiped the fitful sleep from her eyes and gazed at the crack beneath the door. Its glow was the only indication of day and night anymore. Her heart and mind were still seized with anxiety, but as the days had worn on, the boredom and uncertainty became the most daunting. None of the other creatures locked away with her were intelligent--or, at least, if they were, they didn't understand her. It left nothing to occupy her mind but the thoughts of what would be come of her, and why they were taking her.

	Strangely, she seldom thought of her home. A part of her knew that each day she was among them but couldn't venture out to forage, she was a weight for them to carry. Life in Ravenwood was difficult even for a healthy fairy family. She'd not been happy in her tree, and they'd not been happy with the effort it took to keep her. Perhaps if she'd managed to pluck the leaf, she might have felt differently, but she'd all but given up on ever achieving such a thing. That meant the best life she could hope for at home was a few years within the tree, watching her brothers and sisters grow strong and start their own families. The only merciful part of such a life was its length. Fairies who could not conjure the breeze always seemed to wither and die more quickly than the rest... 

	Though she was sorry to have lost her family and her home, she knew deep down that they were probably better off without another useless mouth to feed.

	Her eyes were still focused on the door when the carriage lurched to a stop, knocking her against the glass and nearly sliding her tube from the shelf. After righting herself she peered through the glass. She squinted at the sudden brightness of the sun pouring through door as it open. They had come to a place crowded with more of the things that had captured her. 

	Ayna cursed every moment she'd been curious about these horrid beasts. In the mumbled words she heard through the carriage walls during the trip she'd heard terms which might have been those her grandfather had used in his stories. Words like "human" and "dwarf." He'd claimed they were creatures like elves, with differences which at the time hadn't been important to her. In this place, she realized, there were examples of each. Seeing dozens of them in one place, a place that lurked just beyond the border of her forest home, made her shudder. What would become of the fairies that lived in places such as this. Or what had become of them.

	 Her eyes had yet to fully adjust when the elf who caught her snatched her tube from the shelf and threw it into a basket with a roll of scaly hide and a few bundles of dried flowers and herbs. One of the humans he worked with snatched a cage with an odd, six-legged brown bundle of ragged fur inside, and another grabbed an oversize fox tail from within a chest.

	The group hopped down from the carriage and hauled their goods into the building. Ayna braced herself against the glass, staring up at her captor and trying to make out to what sort of place she'd been taken. Only the ceiling was visible through the top of the basket, with a few brief glimpses at crowded shelves high along one wall. Then an older, fatter human came into view, and the two began to converse in their horrid, thundering language.

	Ayna had, at least, become more accustomed to the deep, powerful tone with which these creatures spoke. It helped her to recognize a handful of new words, though puzzling out their meanings was a different matter altogether. 

	The fat man seemed happy to see the others, and gestured to the brown creature the elf had brought. He and her captor discussed the beast for a time, and in their discussion she heard the word "olo" often enough to believe that such was their name for the beast. Again "price" and "gold" were mentioned. Both were words that seemed very interesting to both men. They discussed them endlessly.

	Steadily the conversation moved to the other items the elf had brought. If she'd heard correctly, the fox tail was called a "malthrope," or at least had something to do with a malthrope. There were some harsh-sounding words hurled back and forth regarding it, then they moved one by one through the herbs and the hide, muttering about "silver" and "cure" and "buyer" as they did.

	She'd been so deeply focusing on their words she'd not noticed that she was the only item left. The elf plucked up her tube and handed it over to the fat man, who held her close to his face. Ayna was tempted to once again beg for her freedom. The others had ignored her or failed to understand, but perhaps this man might feel differently. A close look at the face of the man as he scrutinized her made her abandon the thought. His was anything but a compassionate face. He didn't even have the face of a predator, no hunger or instinct in his eyes as he twisted her prison this way and that. His was an expression of appraisal, of consideration. There was little indication that he even noticed that Ayna was a living thing. If none of the others had listened to her pleas, there was no reason to imagine that his one might. The man shook her tube until she had to brace herself. He hefted it, and thus her, in his hand.

	Now his expression was disapproving. He said words like "small" and "weak" as he glared at the elf. He gave the tube another good hard shake, continuing to do so until her grip slipped and she clinked painfully from one side of the glass to the other. Another creature might had been badly injured by the force of the impacts, but along with their tolerance to temperatures, fairies were rather more durable than they appeared. When he was through shaking, he added the word "powerless" to his disapproving appraisal.

	For better than ten minutes, the fat man and the elf spoke, hurling statements at one another that mostly seemed to circle around this "gold" that was so important to each. The fat man gestured frequently with his hands, rattling Ayna about as he did. After far too long, the elf and man nodded and shook hands with one more mention of "price."

	They plopped Ayna back into the basket and took her to a dark, stuffy room farther into the building. It was stuffed full of other jars and bins, rustling cages and splashing buckets. In the dim light, she could see fish in a bucket against the floor. Another bucket was swimming with long black creatures. The air was choked with spicy, bitter smells. 

	After few minutes of talking that concluded with the jingling of coins, the fat man came into the room. She tried to back away, flattening herself against the glass. She didn't know what he had in store for her, but it seemed each new face she saw made her situation worse. He sorted through the rest of the goods, hanging and stowing them in the appropriate locations, then casually snatched her tube and carried it out to the main room.

	A clear view of the place didn't make her feel any better. It was well-lit, but the air had the same stinging quality of strange plants and awful liquids. He placed her on a shelf behind a counter on the wall opposite the door, between a jar of dried frogs and a jar of filmy wings she dearly hoped had come from dragonflies.

	With her properly situated, the fat man quickly went about his business, ignoring her as though she was nothing more than another one of his many wares... which, of course, she was.


CHAPTER TWO

	Days passed, and Ayna became steadily numbed to the fear. She still felt it to her core, but she couldn't summon the will to fret any longer. Her world was this tube. No amount of struggling or pulling budged any of the wires enough for her to escape. Each morning, she was fed a splash of sugar water. Each night, a servant girl would pick up the tube to wipe it and brush out beneath it so that it would remain presentable, then back on the shelf for a long, lonely night. It was humiliating to have no choice but to tend to her most private needs in full view of others, but in truth, that wasn’t the worst part. Humans walked in and out of the store during the daylight hours, joined rarely by an elf or dwarf. Most never even looked in her direction. That was what stung her most, what churned her stomach and withered her spirit. She was a thing to them, and not even an interesting one.

	Had she been able to keep a proper count, she would have known that it was three weeks to the day since her capture that a tall, lean man in heavy, finely tailored robes stepped through the door. Ayna looked to him and listened to his words, as any change from the tedium of waiting and worrying was welcome. The fat man started the conversation in the same way he always did.

	The fat man greeted him with the word "welcome," one of the few she felt certain she knew the proper usage of. He and the "customer" began an exchange that continued much as the dozens before it, but they spoke too quickly for her to make much sense of their language. It was so blunt, like animals grunting. She was far too accustomed to the musical, multi-tonal serenade of fairy talk to imagine that something so coarse as half of the "words" they exchanged could possibly have any meaning. But somehow she could quickly tell that the topic of discussion had shifted to her.

	The words that they'd spoken so far that stood out to Ayna as new were "cave" and "beast." Each worked its way into almost every sentence, and often quite near to one another. Their order changed, but she knew that one or both of these things were a target of some kind, and the customer seemed to feel that they could be the source of some difficulty.

	After uttering the word "compass," the fat man turned and pulled Ayna down from the shelf, thumping her onto the table. She peered up nervously at the newcomer. He returned to the shelf and snatched something else, clanking it down beside her.

	Ayna looked at the contraption. It was made from thick metal, a ring of closely spaced bars that were nearly as thick as her arm. The circle they formed was as wide as her current prison. A single, solid ring sat atop the bars at a height that was almost as tall as she was. The bottom was a metal plate with a single, wide hole. Beside the contraption was a canvas sack large enough to contain it in its entirety. Another visit to the shelf produced a spool of thick thread and a few heavy lead beads.

	The customer gave the fat man a dubious look, but he merely smiled in return and reached down. With a quick and practiced hand he threaded a few beads onto the end of the twine, then reeled out a decent length of it and bit away the excess. He tied a loose loop onto the free end, then threaded it through the bottom of the metal contraption. From there he pulled the loop of thread up, widening it around his fingers.

	Now his hand reached for Ayna's tube, but rather than plucking it from the counter he peeled back the wire mesh. Her eyes widened and her heart jumped. She darted for the opening, but her long disused wings left her less nimble than she might have been, and he was ready for her besides. A single swipe of the thread-bearing hand caught her, and after transferring her struggling body to the opposite hand she felt him tighten the loop of twine about her waist. He took the metal contraption in one hand and released her with the other. Instantly the weight of the lead beads yanked the twine and pulled her to the floor of the metal tin, pinning her there despite her best efforts to so much as pull herself to her hands and knees.

	He grinned and held the contraption up speaking with an informative tone before snatching up the bag with his free hand. The light suddenly dropped away and Ayna looked up to find he had covered this new prison with the canvas sack, once again plunging her into utter darkness. Her heart fluttered and she struggled desperately against the twine, screaming for mercy. She was about to give up when the twine miraculously went slack. She didn't waste a heartbeat, surging up against the canvas and hurling herself against it. She could feel the wind and air of the outdoors calling to her. If she could only--

	"Ahh!" she cried, the loop pulling tight again and dropping her to the floor of the cage.

	The metal prison twisted and turned, dizzying her, but when the twine slackened again she couldn't help but take another leap for freedom, instantly working out the nearest source of open air. When she reached the canvas again and heaved her body against it, her chance of freedom was yanked away again when the twine grew taut. This time it left her pinned on her back, providing even less leverage and pinching her wings terribly.

	She could hear the fat man's voice begin an exchange with his customer. The customer clearly liked what he had seen, and the discussion shifted as it always did to the price.

	The little fairy tugged at the loop and felt tears of anguish begin to form in her eyes again as the two men haggled. When each seemed to grudgingly agree, and the customer handed over a few coins, the fat man demonstrated how to wrap the weights and thread around the cage to keep it taut around her waist. He then threw her prison in its sack and threw the sack in a larger one. Once again she was trapped in the darkness, now scarcely able to move.

	Somehow she convinced herself each day that things couldn't get any worse. And somehow each day they found a way to do so.

	#

	Ayna jerked awake to the sound of a gruff, bellowing voice. The hours of fruitless struggling in the dark had sent her into an exhausted sleep, but even if she could learn to live with the jostling of her journey and the rattling of the other equipment in the sack with her, the voices of these creatures continued to startle her each time she heard them.

	Wherever she was taken, there were many voices for her to hear, and the stink of crackling fire to burn her nose. One voice was that of the man who had purchased her. He was arguing with the owner of the deepest, roughest voice she'd ever heard. At the beginning or end of every sentence he said a strange new word: Gomder. Ayna supposed that these humans and elves and the like must have names. Gomder must be the rough-voiced newcomer.

	After what sounded like a demand from Gomder, the fairy felt slight breath of wind and saw some faint light filter through the threadbare canvas of her sack. She fell backward as it was lifted into the air. The sack containing Ayna and her cage dropped down hard on a surface and her owner started to pull at the knot. She struggled weakly, hoping perhaps the bumpy journey had loosened the twine. Alas, it was as secure as ever.

	Peering down into her sack and framed by gray sky were the faces of the man who had purchased her and a stranger. And he was strange indeed. Beady brown eyes were staring out from beneath bushy black eyebrows. Aside from a bulbous nose, those eyes were the only part of his face not hidden by a thicket of wild hair. Even when he smiled, it was visible only as a mild shifting of hair and the crinkling of the corners of his eyes. She vaguely remembered her grandfather telling stories of things called dwarfs, but she'd not been certain if any of the people who entered the store while she was perched on her shelf had truly matched the description. In the case of Gomder, there was no doubt. He was certainly a dwarf.

	The scruffy bearded face brightened and he uttered the a sentence that centered around the word compass again. He seemed quite pleased to see Ayna, and almost seemed to recognize her. He looked up and spoke to the man who had purchased her, using the word "Klei" in a way that suggested it was the elderly elf's name. Klei made an irritable remark, then reached down and pulled Ayna's cage from the bag. He gestured it toward Gomder with a few more muttered words, then threw it down.

	Ayna cried out as she felt herself falling through the air, and gasped in startled pain when her cage struck something hard. Gomder barked a few harsh words before picking the cage up again. He spoke a bit more, using the word compass often enough for Ayna to realize they must have believed it was her name.

	Klei tossed the sack to Gomder and gestured that Ayna should be once again placed inside. She shuddered at the thought of being tucked away in the dark again so quickly, but Gomder once again growled an angry reply and shook his head. He started to fiddle with the twine and weights, his thick fingers working with remarkable dexterity to tease out just enough slack so that Ayna could climb to her knees. She looked to him curiously, almost distrustful of what amounted to the first bit of kindness she'd been shown since her capture. She rubbed at the tender area that had been pinned beneath the twine until now.

	Gomder looked to Klei and asked a question about sugar, a word she'd quite thoroughly learned during her time on the shelf, as it was often one of the last things mentioned before she was fed. Klei shook his head and countered with a strange new word. "Molasses." The dwarf nodded and gestured for it.

	Ayna huddled low in her prison, clutching the bars and watching the man who purchased her trudge over to his horse. Gomder set her cage down but remained beside her, arms crossed. He was smaller than the others, by quite a bit in fact. From what she'd seen of how these creatures treated those smaller than themselves, it was a wonder to her that he wasn't in a cage as well.

	Klei returned with a fist-sized wooden cask, like a barrel in miniature. It had a thick cork driven into a hole near the center where it bulged out, and try as he might the withered old elf couldn't seem to work the thing loose. He handed it instead to Gomder, who took the stopper between a stubby thumb and forefinger and twisted it free with ease.

	"He's so strong..." Ayna uttered.

	The dwarf scraped a bit of the thick, black substance from the end of the cork onto the rim of the cage. He then popped the cork back in and set the cask down.

	She frowned at the smell of this new stuff. It was a sweet scent, a bit like honey, but there was also the strong twist of bitterness, and even smoke. If she wasn't so hungry, she might never have tried it, but as it was her last meal was long ago, and the struggling had left her famished. Scooping at the sticky stuff with her hands, she sampled it. When it touched her tongue she recoiled at the flavor and twisted her face in disgust.

	Ayna had expected bitterness, but this was so much worse than she'd imagined. She fought to swallow it, and shook her head viciously until the flavor died way. There was no doubt it was nourishing, but Ayna knew she wouldn't have to worry about over-indulging in the awful stuff. When her hunger was sated, or at least beaten into submission, she looked around. For the moment she didn't seem to be in any new danger. There was time for her to take in her surroundings.

	The group had set up camp at the very edge of a huge forest. For many, a forest was a forest, one no different from another. To Ayna, this place was instantly and obviously not her home, or any part of it. The trees were of the wrong sort, too close and too thick. Most of all, though, the air felt wrong. It was moving in the wrong direction, mixed with a faint saltiness and carrying the sensation of water and ice. She opened her mind to it and read the wind for miles around. Nothing felt familiar. Ayna didn't know there was as much world as there was distance between her and where she'd spent her life.

	A fire crackled in the center of a ring of people. Klei the elf was the tallest and clearly the oldest, appearing positively frail in comparison to the others. Six other creatures joined him, listening with varying levels of interest and respect as he droned on in his language. They were shorter than he, but taller than Gomder, and Ayna imagined they must be humans. Two of them were females, the rest male. And of course there was Gomder himself, who had joined them in nodding through Klei's speech.

	The elf was the only one dressed in robes. The others were heaped with animal hides rendered down into stiff leather scales, or else they were weighed down with rings or plates of metal. Sharp metal blades hung at some belts, taut wooden bows on some backs. Gomder carried an ax that may have weighed as much as he did. They sat on logs that had been hacked roughly in half, forming makeshift benches. It was one of these benches that held her cage for the moment.

	More stories her grandfather told flickered into her mind. Warriors... they were warriors, heavy with armor and armed for battle. And Klei could only be a wizard. They fit the descriptions perfectly. Even as a child Ayna hadn't believed the tales her grandfather had told. Nothing could be so powerful as he'd claimed they were. The wizards, he'd claimed, could bring to their will not just the wind as fairies did, but water, fire, and earth as well. They could heal the sick with a thought, or cause their enemies to wither and die with a blast of concentrated darkness. And the warriors... swords could slice effortlessly into the hides of wolves. Bows could send arrows flitting faster than a falcon, driving deep into the trunks of trees. And axes could fell the trees themselves. It was madness to believe it all. A tree was a home to dozens of fairies. How could anyone cause it to topple? She may as well believe that the very world could be split in two... and yet here she sat, trapped in a cage and sitting atop the remains of an oak...

	Every last one of them was huge and strong. They were powerful, fearless, and bold. They were everything she was not. In that moment, she began to feel the fear change. Now it was tempered with awe, and beneath that, envy. If she was like them, she never would have been captured. She would never have had to fear eagles and foxes and elves. She could flash her mighty sword and those who would harm her would flee in fear, trembling at the sight of her precisely as she trembled in the sight of them now.

	Why did she have to be such an insignificant nothing when creatures like them existed? She pounded her fists on the cage, for the first time in anger instead of terror, and cursed the cruelty of fate as her keepers plotted out what the future had in store for her.

	She listened to their words, trying to pick out those she believed she understood, but there were precious few. It was still a terrible struggle for her to decipher even a smattering of their clumsy words.

	There were a few things, at least, which were clear. Klei was their leader, and Gomder the most enthusiastic among the group. Klei spoke in an increasingly spirited manner. Again he spoke of some manner of beast and cave. There was also much talk of a "war." Words like "honor" and "glory" seemed to draw cheers from the others. Their roars of support were startled Ayna each time the broke out. Leaving her heart racing and her nerves on edge.

	Finally, the words became more subdued, more thoughtful. Klei seemed to be instructing the others. The lack of outbursts allowed her recover her composure. She looked to Gomder. He was sitting beside her cage, slowly rubbing a rag across the head of his ax. Unlike many of the weapons carried by the others, his equipment was utterly immaculate. Even with her untrained eye, she could see that the ax was worn but in good repair. The same could be said for his armor, and a pick that hung from his belt. He dribbled some oil onto his rag and rubbed it onto the blade some more, not stopping until it was gleaming like the surface of a frozen lake. When he was through, one by one he checked the items on his belt and in his pouches then turned to Ayna.

	She'd ventured a second taste of the meal that had been offered to her, and this time she had a bit more trouble getting it down. She looked sheepishly back at him as he gazed down at her, trying to halt the coughing and gagging fit that the latest taste had prompted. After a moment of thought, he began to rummage through his pack and revealed an odd, round-tipped chisel of some kind and a stout, heavy-headed hammer.

	Ayna scrambled back when she realized that he was heading for her cage, and moved as far aside as the slack in the twine would allow. Gomder placed the tip of the chisel between the hole in the cage's base and its wall, then raised the hammer. She panicked, curled into a ball, and covered her ears. The clang of hammer on chisel and chisel on metal shook her to the core. She didn't move or even open her eyes until she felt a splash of moisture. When she ventured a peek, she found that the chisel blow had dented the floor of the cage, causing it to sit a bit crooked on the half log. Into the dent he'd poured a dribble of water.

	It too her a few moments to realize that he'd seen her coughing and had prepared a bowl of water for her. She crept of to it, washing the lingering flavor from her mouth, then looked up to him gratefully. He'd already turned back to speech that Klei was giving.

	#

	For a time, Ayna's days became a shifting, clinking cacophony punctuated by brief, precious glimpses of the outside world. She spent most of her time stuffed into Gomder's bag. Though she was stored with things like canteens and bandages,  the smell of old leather and unwashed clothes made her gag, he at least took the care to set her carefully at the top and pad around her to keep her from thumping about. Ayna felt that if she were in the care of the elf, or one of the others she would have been buried beneath other things, battered and crushed as they shuffled along. Gomder was better than that.

	Once per day, just before the rest of the group set down for the night, Gomder pulled her from the pack and set her down for a meal. In the beginning, she looked forward to this time, not only because it gave her a brief moment to gaze at the sky and put some food in her stomach, but because it was a respite from the jostling of travel. When the others finished their meal, she was packed away again for the night, but she could at least sleep while they did. Inevitably, she would be shaken awake by the rough motion of Gomder donning his pack, and another interminable day of travel would begin.

	On the second day, the meals were eaten under the thick canopy of the woods. The fifth saw their supper eaten in the shadow of a mountain. On the sixth, her precious glimpse of the sky was denied her, for when she was fetched and fed, there was no sky at all.

	"Supper, compass," Gomder grumbled, dabbing a blob of molasses onto the sticky section of the compass's rim that had become her dinner plate.

	Ayna gazed about, withering fear not allowing her to comprehend what she saw. There was darkness, all around her. It wasn't the darkness of night. There were no stars, and no moon. Most nights, the cloud cover in the northern alliance was dense enough to deny a clear view of such things, but even then there was a glow. Here, the only light came from a dim torch set at the feet of the circle of warriors. It filled the stagnant, lifeless air of the place with stinking smoke, and what little of the ground and walls it revealed looked to be little more than cold, gray stone.

	This was a place of shadows and echoes. She tried to read the wind, but almost as it had been when she was trapped in the jar, the wind was not there for her. Even the mighty, howling winds of the mountain seemed distant and muffled, strangled by soil and stone. It was an awful, withering sensation... 

	Without the wind, she felt so horribly alone, adrift. And these fools didn't seem to care what they had done. They were inside the mountain. The warriors had dragged her along as they trapped themselves just as they had captured her, bottling themselves in a horrid abyss far from the light of day.

	Panic gripped her, fluttering in her chest and burning her mind. She pulled madly at the twine around her middle, driven only by the need to get away. Above her, Gomder released a rumbling sound that she'd been able to determine was his version of laughter, pointing at Ayna and muttering something involving the words compass and cave. The others had been using this last word often enough that it must have been the name for this place.

	The surge of mindless fear was slow to pass, but hunger was a powerful motivator to get her wits about her and eat what she'd been given before she was too weak to do so. She finished what she could stomach of the molasses, then looked expectantly to him.

	"Some water please, Gomder," she said.

	Ayna knew they couldn't understand her any better than she could understand them, but Gomder was kind enough and attentive enough to look in her direction when she spoke, and he usually offered up a splash from his canteen at the close of every meal. As before, he let a few drops fall into her improvised dish. She drank of it, then used the rest to rinse herself as best she could.

	Her nightly ritual complete, she no longer had anything to distract her from the terrible stillness of the air and the impenetrable darkness of the cave. She trembling gaze to her keeper. Gomder was crunching on a piece of food the fairy couldn't recognize, something pale and crumbly. In sharp contrast to her own feelings, he clearly wasn't frightened at all. If anything he seemed more at ease now than when he'd been in the forest. He merely sat, eating his meal and listening as Klei gave this instruction or that.

	"How can you stand this?" Ayna said out loud. Again, she knew she wouldn't get an answer, but right now she needed to hear a fairy voice, even if it was her own. "How can you cut yourself off from the sky? How can you stay so steady when life and freedom are so far away?"

	Klei made an irritable comment about "noise." Gomder replied with something like "compass is singing."

	Ayna continued. "What does it take? How can I be different than I am?" she asked. "How can I be like you are? Brave and strong!"

	Klei muttered angrily again. His words were swift and sharp, and the distance and echo made them harder to understand than ever, but his gestured made it clear he was ordering Gomder to return her to the pack.

	"No! Please, not yet!" Ayna said.

	Gomder shook his head and waved the gesture away, replying with something that sounded like, "We care for our tools properly."

	Klei seemed to reluctantly accept this. Ayna breathed a sigh of relieve, and cast a warm and grateful look at Gomder.

	"Tool..." she muttered quietly to herself.

	She'd more than once heard him use the term in reference to her. He believed compass to be her name, then perhaps tool was something like friend...

	In time, the others finished their meals and the time came for her to be stowed from the night. The last thing they did before Gomder placed her carefully into his pack was extinguish even the dim light of the torch, leaving them all in utter blackness. Ayna focused on breathing steadily, hoping that with enough care she could at least bring her pounding heart to a rest so that she could sleep. Something inside her seemed certain that this was just the first of many nights in this deepening, waking nightmare.

	#

	The days to come taught her that, powerful though they were, her keepers were not invincible. And brave though they were, they were not fearless. She'd been denied, or perhaps more accurately she had been spared, the sight of what precisely had happened, but well into the third day's journey, something had happened. First was a rumble. It began in the distance, and the others heard it before she did. They called out, Gomder moved quickly, and there was much confused shouting as the rumble grew louder. It was like thunder, but continuous, rolling on and on and growing more vicious and deafening. Shaking came next. The whole mountain rattled her captors about as they had been jostling her.

	Their yelling took on the flavor of fear, but they didn't give in to the blind panic that was quickly claiming Ayna. A loud crack and a louder crumble spurred the whole group into motion. They ran, shifting directions whenever another crack and clatter occurred. Not until the rumble stopped did they. When the night's meal occurred, there were only seven faces around the torch. The elf was gone.

	From that terrible event, things changed. What she imagined could only have been determination still dominated their voices when they spoke and their faces when she could see them, but there was also the familiar twinge of creeping fear. Days passed, more than Ayna had the mind to count. During the journey the motion of the bag seemed slower and more labored with each passing hour. The meals of her captors seemed smaller. The torch was dimmer. No longer was there laughter at the evening meal. Seldom were there words passed at all, and when there were, they were angry barbs spat at one another. Twice she remembered seeing no meals at all when they rested, their light a tiny smoldering remnant of torch rather than a fresh one. 

	Then, one day, her own meal didn't come. The cask that held her sweet black food was instead being passed between members of the group, each drinking of the contents and gagging as she had each night. And now she realized there were fewer faces still. One of the females was gone, and one of the males. Those who remained barked angrily at one another, their voices booming and echoing from the walls of the black tunnel.

	Gomder bellowed loudest of all. He growled words like "lost" and "dying." He spoke angrily of a beast and of hunger. When the humans offered some sort of reply, he shouted them down. The dwarf stabbed a thick finger in Ayna's direction. In his echoing proclamation, Ayna recognized only the words, "Use the compass."

	In the dim light, Ayna had to squint to see the hands begin to raise one by one, reluctant acceptance and agreement on their faces. Gomder nodded. He snatched Ayna's cage, more roughly than he'd ever done before, and tugged at the twine securing the weights around the cage. They suddenly released, yanking Ayna forcefully against the bottom.

	He passed one of his hands beneath the cage and she felt the twine begin to loosen. What followed was an act of pure instinct. The very hint of freedom, that the twine might have been cut and she was loose again, was all it took for her to buzz her wings to speed and hurl herself into the air. She didn't need to feel for the wind. She'd been fixating on the meager little whisper of wind for days much the same way the warriors had been huddled around the dying light of the torch.

	When she reached the end of the slack, she fought and tugged madly, but once it was clear the direction she was trying to fly, Gomder tipped the cage forward and dropped the weights. The rope grew taut, she slammed to the floor of the cage, and the party set off in the direction she'd attempted to flee. They didn't stow her in the pack again, though. Instead, they carried her along. The dwarf held a dim torch in one hand and her cage in the other, stopping every few minutes to hand off the torch and raise the weights once more. She learned by the second time that they did not mean to free her, but it didn't matter. The moment she felt her bonds loosen she couldn't help but try to escape, flitting toward the breath of wind and its promise of freedom for an instant before being dragged back down to the floor of the cage. 

	It was unpleasant and painful, but at least it seemed to be bringing the group toward freedom. If this was what it would take to escape this wretched hole in the ground, then so be it.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	For what must have been two days it continued in that way. There was no rest, no food. The haggard group of adventurers simply trudged with her as a guide. Each of them weakened, their journey slowed, but each time she was called upon Ayna fought harder. They were nearly free. She could feel it. The life was returning to the air. It was close now, tantalizing. Before much longer her captors could feel it, too. They rushed and stumbled on legs made clumsy by fatigue and hunger, driven by the promise of escape from this terrible place.

	At last, they saw it. A glass-smooth slope lay ahead, and at the bottom... light. Light and the promise of day. They cried out in words she didn't need to understand to recognize as joy. Ayna reached out her hands, stretching them toward the gleam of sun as though if she tried hard enough she could touch it. Just when she felt she might be free of the darkness, her captors tossed her back into the bag.

	"No! No please! You can't! Please let me see the light!" Ayna cried and pleaded, fear and anger in her voice.

	Her words reached their ears as a pitiful and easily dismissed trill of fairy language, lost in the clamor of their desperate rush for freedom. Even from within the bag she could feel the moment they stepped free of the cave. It was a rush of fresh, wild air, not the weak and tamed wisps that twisted their way through the tunnels. It was all around her, slipping through the mouth of the sack. A layer of coarse leather separated her from the freedom she'd helped the others to reach.

	With a rough thump she felt the whole sack strike the ground. There were voices, more than just those of the adventuring party. The voices filed the air, shouting words in a dozen languages she didn't recognize, and the wind carried the murmurs of hundreds more. She waited, her heart pounding in her chest and her mind burning with the sting of denied freedom until gradually the voices began to retreat. They were leaving her. They were taking the adventurers away.

	"Take me, too! Please take me with you! I'm still in here! Gomder, don't leave me!" she screeched, but her voice simply didn't have the strength to be heard.

	Tears flowed anew from her eyes as she tore furiously at the string about her waist. It couldn't end this way. She couldn't starve to death, forgotten and alone amongst a mound of discarded equipment. Her fingers were raw from wrestling with the bonds when she suddenly heard something she had never expected to hear again. It was her own language...

	"Newcomers! How many of them? Five! That's remarkable. Five at one time? Have we ever had so many at once?" said the voice.

	It was a gentle, frail voice, a female fairy who must have been quite old. Whoever it was must have been following the commotion caused by her captors, as she was far away and getting further.

	"Help! Help, can you hear me?" Ayna cried, her voice hoarse.

	The other fairy, far too distant to hear the cries, continued. Ayna strained to hear.

	"How did they find their way? Did anyone ask? Of course it's important. They could have used a compass."

	Ayna shook. It was jarring to hear the coarse word spoken by a fairy voice, but more jarring to have that word be their name for her. This fairy knew she was here!

	"Yes! Yes, you forgot me! You forgot compass!" Ayna called.

	Still having not heard her, the fairy voice continued. "No, no. A fairy compass. You! You there! Blast it, why won't they pay attention?"

	The voice changed now, lowering a bit and uttering all of her words in the same crude language the adventurers spoke. She repeated the same phrase a few times, a clear edge of anger coming to the words.

	"I knew it! Where are their bags? Are they over there?" the other fairy proclaimed. "Get them open now!"

	Ayna heard the stomp of feet and the jingle of buckles and gear as the discarded bags of the adventurers were tugged open one at a time.

	"Here! Here!" Ayna called out.

	"I hear her. This one. Get it open!" the fairy directed.

	The opening drew open, letting natural light pour over Ayna for the first time in too long. She shielded her eyes with one arm and held tight to the cage with the other as it was lifted free and set gently on the ground. As it was lowered down, the weights that held her to the bottom were lifted and she felt the slack. Again she darted to the sky, now blindly, straining at the cord for all she was worth. For once she knew that if she broke free, she would be free. Not trapped in some dark hole with half a mountain to contend with, but truly free to fly on the breeze again.

	"Hold still, child. You're safe," the other fairy murmured.

	"Please! No! I'm sorry! I'm sorry I took the food! Just don't make me go back into the dark!" Ayna said, her frenzied mind not able to process the words of assurance.

	She heard a sizzle and the scent of burning string tickled her nose, then suddenly she was free. She bolted skyward, casting her still adjusting gaze around for anywhere she might hide. What lay below her was a village filled with structures like those she'd seen in the human city beyond her forest. It was teeming with the very sort of creatures who had held her prisoner for so long. To the south, she could swear she saw humans and other creatures clashing swords in open courtyards. Behind her was a towering cliff leading up into the mountains. Ahead to the west was a stretch of huts, and beyond them a lake and then a sharp drop off revealing an endless expanse of water beyond. Toward the northern edge of the place she saw trees. She rushed toward them. In seconds, she had whisked through the foliage of a mighty oak and took shelter in the crook of two branches.

	When she was safely hidden, she sat on the rough bark and hugged her knees, rocking back and forth and fluttering her wings. She was at the very edge of her wits, ready to bolt for the next tree at the slightest sound. It was fortunate, then, that the next thing she heard was the soothing hum of wings like her own. She raised her teary eyes and watched as a fairy approached. She looked ancient and frail, but also pleasant and friendly, meeting Ayna's eyes through the leaves. 

	"Hello, child," said the elder fairy. "I can only imagine what you've been through. Actually, I suppose that one matter I don't need to imagine it. We have that in common. I know the last thing you want right now is to have to cope with anything else new or different, but I have some nectar here, and I'll wager you are quite hungry."

	Ayna paced warily along the branch, peeking out from behind the nearest leaves. She sniffled. "What kind of nectar?"

	The other fairy smiled, holding out the curve of a red petal brimming with liquid. "Rose. My personal favorite, but there are other choices."

	Ayna sniffled again and tugged the leaf aside as though she were holding open a door. The other fairy landed lightly and stepped into the shade of the foliage. Ayna took the petal and sipped gratefully while she looked over her benefactor. The elder fairy's hair was mostly gray with streaks of the black it had once been. She had a kind face, creased lightly by a lifetime of smiles and laughter. Her clothes, like the cup she'd provided, seemed to be made from red rose petals. They were rendered far thinner and more supple than the now-ragged petals of Ayna's dress, and tailored into an almost regal gown.

	"My name is Fiora," said the elder fairy.

	"I'm Ayna."

	"Ah!" she said brightly. "It has been so long since I've heard a new fairy name. A warm welcome to you, Child of the Cold Wind from the Mountain that Blows Across the Stream and Through the Reeds."

	Ayna blinked. She'd not heard her full name pronounced in such a way since her parents had spoken it to her in her youth. The complexity of fairy talk was such that "Ayna" and her full name differed only in the nuances of the tone and flutter, but to hear it pronounced flawlessly was like suddenly being given a glimpse of the life she had been spirited away from.

	Fiora continued. "We call this place Entwell Num Garastra. It may not seem it now, but this is truly a place of wonder. I'll tell you all about it if you like. But before I do, are you hurt? Do you need anything?"

	Ayna shook her head and sipped some more. "I'm not hurt. I'm just... I don't..." Tears trickled from her eyes anew.

	Fiora placed a reassuring hand on Ayna's shoulder. "I know. It was an ordeal. You've lost a great deal, and faced fears you didn't know you had. Take some time. Find me or anyone else when you are ready and we shall teach you what we need to know."

	Ayna nodded and drank again, draining the last of the nectar. Fiora took a step, making ready to leave, but Ayna dropped the petal and rushed forward, throwing her arms around Fiora and sobbing.

	"It is all right, Ayna. It is all right," she cooed, holding the little fairy tightly.

	"I didn't mean to... my mother said not to... there was a jar with something so sweet and..."

	"Honey. It is a trick they've been using since my time. I was caught in the same way."

	"I'm so sorry I..." The words rushed out between long, bitter sobs.

	"Ayna, listen. What happened did not happen because you misbehaved. No one did this to punish you. You made a mistake."

	"But if it wasn't for what I did, then why?" Ayna said.

	"Those people you saved--and always remember that you saved them by leading them here--didn't care what you did. They are warriors. They came to this place to prove themselves in combat against a terrible beast. And to do this, they believed they needed you. That is all you need to know for now."

	"But... but they never fought a beast..."

	Fiora sighed. "It is easier to understand if you know the tale from the beginning. For centuries or more, people have entered the very cave you just survived. Many of them never left. People began to spread the word that a beast must live inside, a creature who was taking the lives of the explorers who ventured inside. A call was made for the mightiest warriors to slay the beast. They, like the explorers, either returned having found nothing or, more frequently, never returned at all. The legend grew, and more people began to venture into the cave.

	"But many of those who died within the cave learned, in their last moments, the secret of the cave. There was no beast. It was simply a treacherous place. One that claimed the lives of the other adventurers without the touch of a beast. They had perished, crushed by cave-ins, withered from hunger, fallen into chasms, or drowned in rising waters. But some, the luckiest or the best of them, did not perish. They instead found their way through to this place. We are those survivors. This village is formed of the rare adventurers who reached this side of the mountain. We work to share our knowledge and test ourselves against one another. In that way, we hope to achieve something great from the foolish journey into the cave to face the beast."

	"But if they thought there was a beast, why would they choose to go into that cave? Why would they choose to fight anything?" Ayna asked, not able to grasp it all.

	"To prove their bravery. To prove their skill. To earn a place in history. To earn a great reward. They all have their reasons. But you needn't worry about that. All you need to know is that you are safe. The rest can wait."

	"The rest?" Ayna said.

	"You'll find that as different as we all are in Entwell, we all share something. We all seek to improve ourselves. Someday soon we shall ask you what you choose to be, and we shall do what we can to help you become it."

	Ayna said. "I'm just a little fairy. What could I become? Everyone here is so big. I don't belong here. I won't survive."

	"You are a little fairy, Ayna, but you aren't just a little fairy. I was a little fairy once, and I've survived over a hundred years here."

	"A hundred... a hundred years?" Ayna wiped her eyes. "But fairies don't live a hundred years."

	Fiora smiled. "You've got a lot to learn, Ayna. And we will gladly teach it. That is all we require of you: that you teach what you can, and that you learn what you wish. We have here in Entwell experts of every weapon, crafters of every spell. For a few days you should rest. Recover from your journey. But during that time, see what it is we can offer you. When you are ready, we will ask you what you would like to study, and your real journey can begin."

	Ayna nodded and reluctantly let Fiora go.

	"Be well, Ayna," Fiora said.

	"Thank you... um..." She cleared her throat. "The Child of the Dry Breeze That Blows Over the Valley and Through the Willows."

	Fiora smiled. "You are very welcome."

	#

	It took time, but Ayna slowly came to understand her new home, at least well enough to know that she wasn't in any danger. There were other fairies, each a bit older and a great deal wiser, but they were so different from her. They didn't hide from the larger creatures. They didn't need to. When she spoke to them, most told the same story of their arrival. They were snatched away and, when their keepers became hopelessly lost, they were used to lead the path to freedom. The only difference was the handful of fairies who had actually been born in Entwell.

	As she gained her strength back, Anya journeyed to the south side of Entwell, what the locals called Warrior's Side. There were no fairies there. Instead, she found humans, elves, and dwarves. They meant her no harm, and most seemed not to even notice her, but nonetheless she barely had the courage to remain there for more than a few minutes before she felt the urge to scurry to her tree... yet something about them called to her. Something about these huge, powerful beings, some even larger and mightier than those who had brought her through the cave, was fascinating. And, of course, Gomder was there.

	Ayna sat in a tree near to him, remaining there as long as she could as she watched him speak to other dwarves. Gomder was the reason she was alive, the only creature from the outside who seemed to truly care about her. The other adventurers in his party were dreadful. She wanted nothing to do with them. Even the heady fascination with the raw strength of these people could bring her to linger when they were near. But Gomder... she had to know more about him, and about those lucky few who were like him. What were they doing here? How did they come to be what they are? 

	When she asked the other fairies, they told her that the best thing to do was to ask the warriors themselves. None of the people she found on the Warrior's Side spoke her language, and Gomder seemed too filled with wonder and joy at this new place to even notice her. If she was to have her messages delivered and her questions answered she would need help. She sought out Fiora.

	The elder fairy made her home in a small bush near the mountain. Ayna had seen Fiora drift toward it at the close of each day, but so far she herself had never had the nerve to follow, much as she'd wished to speak to fairy matron. The air in that part of the village had a charred, broiled scent to it that made Ayna uneasy, and a stone hut hid the breathing of a beast she'd been lucky enough to avoid seeing. All the same, Fiora was the only person in this strange place who seemed to calm Ayna's drumming heart when she spoke, and if she was to find someone to translate what the people of Warrior's Side had to say, she would need a steady hand holding hers to give her the courage to linger long enough to learn the answers to her questions. Only Fiora could offer both the wisdom and the strength.

	As Ayna drew nearer, the air took on a sharper scent. Orange light flared from within stone structure and she could hear movement. Her eyes darted to the opening of the squat stone hut just in time to see the gray, scaled snout and fierce reptilian eyes of a predator emerge. Her heart leaped into her throat as the thing ambled forward. It was covered from nose to tail in tough gray scales and had great wings folded on its back. She knew enough of the old stories to know that it was a dragon, and though she'd been told that such things were larger than trees, This one was but the size of a wolf. It was still quite large enough to make a quick meal of her. Her mind seized with fear, she launched herself for the bush, the only shelter.

	Flitting through the stiff leaves of the little bush, she immediately barreled into Fiora, who reeled backward with a start before realizing the source of the intrusion.

	"Oh! Goodness, child, you startled me! What brings you here, Ayna?"

	Ayna tugged madly at her hand, trying to pull her free of the bush. "M-miss Fiora, there's a--we have to go quickly! There's a dragon!"

	"Calm yourself, calm yourself," she said with a chuckle. "His name is Solomon. He's simply heading off for a meal before beginning his training."

	"But what will he eat?" Ayna fretted, huddling beside Fiora and clutching her hand as the hissing breath and crunching footsteps drew nearer.

	"I imagine he eats fish. I don't know for certain, but he won't be eating you or me, so again, please calm yourself. What brings you here?"

	Ayna couldn't bring herself to answer until the footsteps passed and retreated into the distance. She gave herself a few moments to let her heartbeat return to normal and glanced around the home of her friend. In many ways it was not so different from her own home in Ravenwood. Thick, waxy leaves from trees elsewhere in the woods had been folded and sculpted into seats and places to stow assorted clothing. The only thing that made it significantly different was the presence of a strange gem, nearly half as large as Ayna and curled in limbs of the bush as though the shrub was obligingly holding it for Fiora.

	"You're sure about the dragon?"

	"I've lived here for many years and he's yet to eat me. I can't imagine he'd make an exception for you."

	She took a few more unsteady breaths, then shook her head and turned back to the task at hand.  "I... they told me I should ask the warriors questions if I want to know more about them."

	"Indeed you should. I'm pleased that you're curious. Curiosity is a fine thing to have."

	"But I don't understand them. Some of them understand me but..."

	"You need someone to translate. You need only ask. I haven't got any students at the moment, I would be pleased to. Shall we go now?"

	"When... when the dragon is further away..." Ayna said.

	"Of course, child," Fiora said sweetly. "I hope you have been comfortable here. Are people treating you well?"

	"I haven't been spending much time outside the tree. I leave sometimes, to get food and to try to look around, but... it doesn't feel right. The last time I looked around I was stuffed in a jar... and there are so many people around..."

	"I understand. It isn't like the home you left behind, or the one I did. It took me ages before I felt at home here."

	"But if it didn't feel right, why didn't you leave? Why didn't you go back home?"

	"I was even younger than you when I arrived, and the only way back is through the cave or over the mountain. I couldn't stomach the thought of either. By the time I felt strong enough, I'd learned how much there was to do in this place, how wonderful the people were. What can I say? This is my home now. Come, Solomon is quite far, let's go."

	Fiora gently led Ayna out of the bush and they set off toward Warrior's Side, Ayna glancing anxiously about as they went.

	"You know, I'm rather proud of you for showing interest in the warriors. Most fairies barely visit that side of Entwell."

	"I know..."

	"What brings you there?"

	"Just want to know more."

	"Again, nothing wrong at all with a bit of curiosity. But I would have thought, especially so fresh from the outside, that you would have been more interested in what the other fairies were up to."

	"The other fairies are up to what they are always up to. Small, skittish things in the bushes and trees," she said irritably.

	"I think you'll find if you ask around, there's a bit more than that going on."

	"But none of them are being brave. They're all still small and weak compared to the warriors."

	"I certainly wouldn't characterize us as weak. Our kind are among the most potent spell crafters in Entwell."

	"That doesn't do me any good."

	"Why not?"

	"Because I haven't plucked my leaf yet."

	"Plucked your... oh, heavens. Is that still the way of things? They were doing that nonsense when I was a girl. Ayna, if you'll sit down with even one of our lowest masters, you'll be plucking a leaf before the week is out."

	"But that's now how it's done! I'm supposed to learn on my own. That's the tradition. It's... it's how we know I'm strong enough."

	"Tradition is all well and good, Ayna, but if it holds you back from something that could make you and the world greater, it may be time to set it aside."

	"But look what happened to me when I ignored it, Miss Fiora." Fiora opened her mouth to offer another assurance, but Ayna tugged her forward. "Here. This is one of the warriors who brought me here. He was the one who fed me and cared for me. I want to talk to him. I want to thank him."

	Ayna led the way to Gomder, who was pacing back toward the center of the warrior's training grounds after an apparent trip to the food hut toward the center of Entwell. He had a crust of bread in his hands, and more than a few crumbs in his beard. Though he'd changed to a suit of clothes provided by the people of Entwell, he still carried his own heavy ax.

	"What is his name?" Fiora said.

	"Gomder. At least, I think it is Gomder. I have a hard time understanding their words."

	"Ah. No matter." Fiora raised her voice and called after him. "Sir! Excuse me, sir dwarf?"

	The elegant, melodious fairy language didn't seem to catch the dwarf's attention, so she flitted in front of him and switched to a language better suited to his ear.

	"Hello, good sir dwarf," Fiora said.

	Gomder stopped briefly, glancing at Fiora with the same expression of confusion he might have worn if a house fly had tried to speak with him. He then waved his hand irritably in his face as if to swat her away and pressed on.

	Fiora flitted back to avoid the waving hand, then scowled lightly. The edges of her wings took on a red glow and her tiny fists tightened.

	"Your friend hasn't learned proper Entwellian etiquette yet," Fiora said with flickering annoyance. She darted in front of him again. "Sir!" 

	The word was accompanied by a flash of flame which managed to catch and hold the dwarf's attention. It very nearly caught his beard on fire, in fact.

	"Err... yes?" he said.

	"I wonder if I could have a moment of your time? The fairy who saved your life has some questions for you."

	"Eh?" he turned to see Ayna sheepishly drifting to Fiora's side. "Oh. The compass."

	"He said..." Fiora began.

	"I know. He called me compass. He thinks that is my name. Tell him my name is Ayna."

	"The young fairy who served as your compass is named Ayna."

	Gomder stared back. If he felt the words had any use to him, he certainly didn't show it in his expression.

	Ayna didn't wait long before practically bursting with questions. "Ask him what sort of things he can do with the ax. And how he learned to use it. Ask him if he's always been so strong, and if not, now he made himself stronger. Ask him why he wanted to go into the cave. And... and thank him for taking care of me."

	"Easy, Ayna. Slowly. We'll start with the last bit first. She thanks you for taking care of her. It was very kind."

	"You have to feed a compass and let it out now and then or it won't be much good. That's basic maintenance, not kindness," he grunted.

	"Is that all you wish to say?"

	"What more is there to say?"

	"An acknowledgment of her gratitude would not be out of place," Fiora said.

	"She is a compass. What's the point of that? She was a good compass, but that's the end of it."

	"What did he say?" Ayna said eagerly.

	"His care for you was not as kind or charitable as you might have hoped... let's address some of your other questions, shall we?"

	"But what exactly did he say?"

	Fiora sighed. "He said that it was proper maintenance, and that there is no point to acknowledge what you've said."

	"Maintenance... but... but tell him that I understood what he said! That he called me his 'tool.'"

	The elder fairy's expression became pained. She turned to Gomder.

	"Sir, I thank you for your time. I'll speak to you again if I require you."

	Gomder grunted and continued on his way.

	"Wait! Where is he going? What did you say to him?" Ayna asked, darting after the dwarf.

	Fiora held her back. "Ayna, child, do you know what a compass is? Or a tool?"

	"I told you. He thought my name was Compass. And tool means friend... doesn't it?"

	"No. No, Ayna. A compass is a device. It is used to help travelers to find their way. The cage you were in was called a fairy compass. A tool is another name for a device."

	"But I... but he..."

	All of the words she'd heard, all of the care he'd shown her began to flicker through her mind. Yes, he fed her, and gave her water, but he always did so after he'd polished his ax and checked his gear...

	"He wasn't... I was just a thing to him..."

	"It is the same for all of us, Ayna. You can't blame them. They didn't know any better."

	"But he was supposed to be different! He was supposed to be the one who..." Her voice caught in her throat, her eyes glistening with tears.

	"Perhaps you'd feel better if we went back to your tree for now," Fiora said, taking her hand.

	"No!" Ayna snapped, wiping her tears away. "I want to hear more about these people. Are there any people here who know more about that... that weapon that Gomder carries than he does?"

	"I believe so."

	"Then take me to them. I want to know all about how they did it!"

	#

	"...and when it was on its knees, I raised my sword and brought it down, splitting the ogre's head in two," crowed a human as Ayna clutched Fiora's hand and looked on.

	After thoroughly establishing that her caregiver during the journey was not nearly the savior she'd worked him up to be, Fiora had led the little fairy to nearly a dozen different warriors. They were all long-time dwellers of Entwell, and as such were much more willing to indulge the interest of the young fairy. There was little a warrior liked better than boasting about their accomplishments and skills.

	The warriors spoke of battles fought and won. They spoke of amazing deeds they'd performed, and their skill with this weapon and that. Most had seen war, and many were the heroes of tales that would be told for generations. Even those born within Entwell spoke of their clashes with fellow warriors to hone their skills. Frequent was the tale of a lesser fighter overcoming a larger, more experienced one through sheer dedication and skill. One by one, Ayna found her way to the other adventurers who had brought her to Entwell. They were just as filled with tales of daring. Their words drifted into Ayna's mind and flared her imagination.

	"And then he split the ogre's head," Fiora said to Ayna, translating the final line. "Much like the three goblins, and the bandit, and the raiders who invaded his town. He's quite the able head-splitter." She turned to the human. "Thank you, sir, for your time."

	He nodded cheerfully and continued on his way.

	"He could stand to learn a bit about variety," Fiora said, watching him go.

	"But did you hear those things he did?" Ayna said, her eyes wide and her face alight. "He never let anything scare him. Never let anyone get in his way. He fought and killed things twice his size. Even Gomder is nothing compared to these people. Come on, this way! I want to hear more!"

	"Much as I've enjoyed spending the day with you," Fiora said, "I'm growing a bit weary. I'm not as young as I once was. Have you learned enough. Is your curiosity satisfied?"

	"Yes, yes. I just have one more question. Who is the mightiest of warriors here?" Ayna asked.

	"One moment," Fiora said. She turned to the nearest warrior and called out. "Excuse me, sir, I've not spent as much time in Warrior's Side as I might. Pray tell, could you share the name of the victor of the most recent cross-disciplinary tournament?

	"Dunroth, the master swordsman," Fiora translated the reply.

	"So he is the strongest? The mightiest warrior in all of this place?"

	"He is the most skilled," Fiora said.

	Ayna nodded. "Good. Thank you very much, Miss Fiora."

	"Now that you've seen and heard what the warriors have to offer, you might benefit from some time on Wizard's Side. I assure you, there are many such stories to be heard."

	Ayna shook her head. "My brothers and sisters, my mother and father, they all knew far more magic than I could ever perform, and they were nearly as timid as me. They couldn't have done such things. Magic is for weaklings, cowards..."

	Fiora smirked a bit. "Among those things you've yet to learn, tact is evidently foremost."

	"I'll stay here and watch the warriors... I think I'm starting to understand some more words of some of the languages..."

	"As you wish. But be mindful that you'll be asked to stand before the Elder when the rest of your party is well enough."

	"The Elder?"

	"As I said, you are expected only to teach and to learn. The elder will decide what you have to offer, and will advise upon your wishes regarding what you will learn. It would behoove you to see all that there is to choose from before you make such a selection. The sooner you find the thing that truly suits you, the sooner you'll grow to your full potential."

	"Can I... can I choose to be taught anything I've seen here? Will the people here help me to be whatever I wish?"

	"If they believe you are able. It is rare to be denied one's preference."

	"Then I'll be ready."

	"Very well, I'll fetch you when it is time."

	Fiora fluttered off toward her home, leaving the little fairy to watching rapt fascination as the swords and shields clashed below her.

	#

	Several days passed, Ayna spending most of them observing archery, swordsmanship, spear-throwing, and a dozen other acts of martial prowess. Finally, each of the adventurers had recovered enough to have their meeting the elder. Fiora found the little fairy and ushered her to a large hut in the center of the village. Even without understanding more than a few words exchanged by those in attendance, the air of quiet awe and reverence was clear to Ayna. Gomder, the four surviving humans, and Ayna stood or drifted respectfully in the center of the hut, which had vaulted ceilings and was filled with both warriors and wizards who seemed to radiate wisdom and skill. 

	The elder herself sat in a simple chair elevated slightly. Her garb was no more ornate or aggrandizing than that of the others, but her poise and presence made it clear that she was the one to whom all others looked for insight and experience. She was a human--or perhaps an elf, they looked much the same to Ayna--who reminded the little fairy more than a little of Fiora with her age and grace. The elder fairy had accompanied Ayna at her request to serve as an interpreter, and if not for her presence, Ayna felt certain she would have fled. After her time in the cave even being cooped up in a huge hut seemed positively stifling, and something about the pomp and honor that was evident in their host made her feel as though she was scarcely worthy of sharing a room.

	The Elder gave a simple nod. She would now hear their tales, test their skills, and give blessing to their chosen field of study. Ayna listened as Fiora described each of the adventurers who had shared her peril through the cave speak of their precision with a bow, their strength with a hammer. They spoke of the foes they'd killed and the wrongs they'd righted. One by one, each of the humans demonstrated to the satisfaction of the elder that they had much to teach and much eagerness to learn. They were sent on their way with her blessing.

	The last to speak before Ayna was Gomder, who quickly proclaimed himself an expert with the ax. He was more boastful than all of the others combined. The interview with him took much longer than it had with the others as he rattled off an endless stream of great victories. As a final showing of strength, he swung his ax, burying it deep into the floorboards of the hut, and the elder gave another simple nod, blessing his request to seek still greater skill with his weapon of choice.

	"It's your turn, Ayna," Fiora said, ushering the little fairy forward. "Just introduce yourself. She will understand you."

	Ayna drifted to the center of the hut as Gomder turned to leave.

	"I am The Child of the Cold Wind from the Mountain that Blows Across the Stream and Through the Reeds."

	"She welcomes you and asks if you have any accomplishments to share." Fiora translated.

	"N-no," Ayna said, her head drooping slightly.

	"Do you have any skills to share?"

	"No."

	"Do you seek any knowledge? Seek to pursue any field of study?"

	"Y-yes, elder," Ayna said.

	"Then choose."

	Ayna looked to Fiora, who offered only a smile of encouragement. She then looked to the rest of the crowd in attendance, each who looked upon her with little more than expectation. Her nerves as steady as she could make them, Ayna took a breath and spoke.

	"I wish to become a warrior," she said.

	There was no overt reaction from those in attendance, no burst of laugher or grumble of doubt, but there was certainly a sense that this was not the reply they had expected. An eyebrow raised here, and more fascinated gaze there.

	"A warrior. This is a curious choice for a creature such as yourself," the Elder said through Fiora.

	"I know, Elder. That is why I choose it," Ayna said. "I'm weak. I know that. My kind are weak. We do not come to places like this on our own. We do not seek victory or honor. We do not fight dragons or lead armies. We are stolen. Traded. Bought and sold. We hide until we are tricked, dragged to places like this against our will. And then we huddle together and learn our own tricks. I don't want to hide behind magic. I don't want to be afraid. I want to be feared. I want to be a warrior. I want to carry a blade, and to make my enemies taste my steel. I want to be the stuff of legend."

	"If that is what you seek, then we shall do what we can to help you to find it," the Elder said. "It will be a difficult road. We ask only that you give it all you have, and that you do not turn a blind eye to other paths should they arise."

	"I will do all that I can," Ayna said.

	"Then do it with my blessing," the Elder said.

	Ayna nodded and flitted gratefully from the hut. Once in the outdoors again she took a steadying breath. Fiora drifted out after her.

	"A warrior." Fiora said. "From what I've seen of you, your fascination with them, I cannot say that I am surprised."

	"Why would I choose anything else? You saw them, the people who brought me here. They are so strong, so fearless. Who wouldn't want to be like that? Who wouldn't want to become more than a simple fairy?"

	"If you wish to be a warrior, we'll all do our best to help you become one, but fairies have strengths of their own," Fiora said.

	"Do not try to change my mind. Just show me what I need to do," Ayna proclaimed, her mind set.

	Fiora sighed and smiled. "Well, the first thing you'll need to do is learn to understand a few more languages. Most everyone here will understand the words you say, but to learn properly you'll need to learn to do the same for them. I'll soon have students of my own again. I can't be your interpreter forever. This way. The best way to learn is to listen."

	#

	For the next few weeks, Ayna nestled in the trees around various clearings and groves in Warrior's Side. She listened to the fighters as they spoke, practicing their words over to herself and trying to put meaning to them. It was a difficult task, but Ayna threw herself into it. As she observed their language, she observed their behavior as well. Many, if not most, of these warriors were bold and brash. They asserted themselves, spoke loudly. They puffed up their chests and demanded respect. If she was to be one of them, she would have to do the same. She would change herself, leave her uncertainty and timidness behind. She would become a warrior, even if it meant pretending until it was so.

	When she had absorbed enough of a few languages to understand the answers to her questions, she watched until she spotted the woman who seemed most skilled with a sword and flitted down to her.

	"You are a warrior. I mean to be one. Teach me," Ayna said.

	The woman--a raven-haired human with a stout and sturdy build--jumped a bit at Ayna's sudden arrival, and grinned. She holstered her sword and shook some hair from her eyes, adjusting her training armor as she did.

	"So you are the little fighter," the woman said, her voice low and her language one of the more exotic ones Ayna had developed an ear for. "I thought I saw you buzzing about."

	"Teach me! The elder said the people here would help me be a warrior!" Ayna said defiantly.

	"Easy, easy little one. No one will deny you that right, but there is a right and a wrong way to do it. I am one of the swordmasters. My students have had to earn their way to me. You shall have to do the same. And if you mean to be a swordswoman, you shall need a sword," remarked the trainer.

	There was something playful and amused in the woman's voice. It stung Ayna. The woman thought it was funny.

	"Where do I find these others, and where do I find this sword?" Ayna snapped.

	"You see there, the elf lad with the dagger? He just finished his lowest apprenticeship, and thus will be taking on his first group of his own to train. You'll have to prove your way past him." She grinned. "And some of your fellow adventurers will be with you until they can prove they deserve to rise further in our ranks. As for the sword?" She laughed, not even attempting to stifle it. "Our blacksmiths are there. Talk to one of them. I'm sure you'll be an enjoyable challenge."

	Ayna looked in the direction indicated and flitted off to a section of the village heavy with the smell of burning coal. The huts here were stone rather than wood, their walls much thicker than elsewhere in the village. She fluttered at the door of the first one, hesitating. It was dark inside, lit only by the ominous glow of a furnace. The smell of smoke and the lack of light brought Ayna's mind back to the cave. She shuddered at the remembrance, but shook away the fear. She would be a warrior. Warriors did not fear such things. She gritted her teeth and drifted inside.

	The air was choking, dense with smoke and broiling hot. Three shadowy figures moved about in the low light. Her eyes were still adjusting, and she couldn't quite see the details, but they were dripping with sweat and seemed not to notice their visitor. The air clattered with the blows of hammers on anvils, each clash setting her teeth on edge and tempting her to fly for the door. Again she struggled to put her fear behind her. Near the glowing furnace she saw that the tallest of the workers, an older human, had set his hammer down and was taking a break to mop his brow with a rag and drain a tall mug of water. He was as good a person as any with whom to speak.

	She darted up to his ear--these creatures never seemed to notice her if she wasn't practically on top of them--and opened her mouth to announce herself. Before she could make a sound, the human scowled irritably and swatted his hand. It struck her like a charging bull, sending her tumbling against the wall and to the ground. Her tiny voice squealed in pain as she landed, badly bruised and very nearly broken.

	"Was that a... Oh! Oh I'm sorry, little thing," the human said, pacing over to the fallen fairy and squatting down. "Are you hurt? I thought you were a fly. You shouldn't come places like this. What if you'd landed in the furnace?"

	Ayna held her head, trying to focus her blurred vision. Tears were in her eyes, and she wanted nothing more than to fly bawling into the arms of someone who would hold her until the throbbing stopped. But no. That was what a child would do. This was a place for adults. She swallowed down the lump in her throat.

	"I'm f-fine," she said shakily. "And I came here because I am to be a warrior, and to be a warrior I need a sword."

	"A sword?" he said. At least he did her the courtesy of stifling the resulting laugh, releasing it as a snort. "Certainly, a sword." He reached a hand down to her. "Here, let me help you to the table, we'll measure you up."

	"I d-don't need your..." she began, wiping away some grit from her eye and what she hoped he didn't notice was a tear.

	She tried to flutter up, but a shot of pain from her wing kept her grounded. She glanced aside and saw that the collision had creased her left wing somewhat. She buzzed it a bit, painfully flipping it back to shape. It would be sore for days, and she wouldn't be able to fly again for at least a few minutes.

	"...very well," she said.

	Reluctantly she stepped onto the coarse skin of the offered hand and was whisked over to a table in the corner of the workshop.

	Once there, he allowed her to step from his hand to the table. He crouched down and held his hand against the edge of the table beside her, aligning his wrist to her feet. Her head came to midway between the first and second knuckle of his middle finger. This seemed to satisfy him, and she watched as he looked to the rack of metal and wood beside the furnace. There were rods and bars of metal of various lengths and thicknesses, but even the smallest was three times her height. He scratched his chin and instead rummaged through a drawer, pulling out rivets and links of chain. Eventually he found a chain link made from wire that was about as thick as her forearm. He snipped the link and pried it open with a pair of tongs, rendering it roughly straight.

	"Here. Hold on to that. Try to hold it out," he said, offering the twisted bit of metal to her.

	Ayna took the wire, but she could barely get her fingers around it, and despite her best effort she could scarcely raise its blunt edge from the surface of the table.

	"A bit too thick. Maybe it'd be a good blank for a proper sword. Delicate work to get it done. Give me a few days, eh little thing?" he said.

	"A few days?" she said, trying again to lift it. "But I want to start my training today!"

	"A good sword takes time, little... what's your name?" he said.

	She made ready to answer, but hesitated. For some reason, surrounded by smoke and flame, speaking to a giant about the specifics of her future weapon, the simple form of her name seemed far too small and weak. She decided to render it as much in its full form in his language as she could. "I am The Child of the Cold Wind from the Mountain that Blows Across the Stream and Through the Reeds."

	"That's rather long. Perhaps something shorter," he said.

	Ayna narrowed her eyes, trying to decide if he was poking fun with his choice of words. "Ayna Reedwind," she said.

	"Well, Ayna," he said, "if you want a proper sword, you'll have to wait."

	"Can you give me anything until then? Anything that could help me begin quickly?" she said.

	He furrowed his brow. "Half a moment. I could use a breath of air anyway," he said.

	The man paced quickly outside, leaving Ayna waiting on the table. She looked about. The two other workers were both dwarves, and neither even seemed to notice she was there. Each heaved heavy hammers, piercing the air with each blow as the massive heads of the sledges were wielded with ease. Once more she tried to raise the twist of wire, but she'd no sooner lifted its tip from the table than her fingers slipped and it clattered first across the table and then to the floor.

	Ayna crossed her arms, angry at herself for being such an insignificant wisp of a thing and at the world for making her so. She was still sulking at the unfairness of it all when the blacksmith returned. He was holding a sliver of metal and some assorted other scraps.

	"A needle," he explained. "A good strong one, for leatherwork. And short, because our leather-worker has small hands. Perhaps a bit thick for a proper rapier at this size, but passable. Give that a try."

	He handed it to her. The polished and smooth piece of metal was much gentler on her hand. She was just able to slip her fingers through the eye of the needle, and while the metal was still quite heavy to her, she found she could raise it with a bit of effort and even swipe it through the air.

	"Fine, fine. Just a moment and you'll have your practice sword."

	He pulled the needle from her grasp and widened the eye a bit. He then melted a dab of wax onto the base above the "grip" and skewered a tiny scrap of leather, affixing it with the wax until it formed a primitive cross-guard. Satisfied, he handed it back to her.

	Ayna took the weapon and held it up before her. The work he had done on the eye made it easier to hold, and the guard truly made it look and feel like a proper sword. Holding it made her feel different. She felt more dangerous, more significant. She could see herself slicing the air with lightning blows, fending off foul beasts and earning the sort of reputations the others in warrior's side prided themselves on. It made her feel powerful, or at the very least it made her feel less weak.

	"Thank you, blacksmith," she said, struggling to raise the weapon and gesture with it in a pale imitation of a salute she'd seen the trainees exchange after matches. "This will do nicely for now. When can I expect my real sword to be made for me?"

	"Go have some training. Get a feel for that thing. Once you decide what sort of sword you'd like, I'll make it for you."

	She nodded. Yes, that much she'd noticed. There were different sorts of swords. She'd seen students fence and duel with things very much like the weapon she held now. That wasn't for her. The greatest tales she'd heard as she watched the warriors and learned their language always told of the same sort of blade.

	"I want a broadsword. A mighty one. Two-handed, with a jeweled pommel," she declared.

	Again he snorted. She narrowed her eyes.

	"A broad sword it shall be," he said, spotting the twisted metal on the ground and stowing it. "I'll even make a scabbard."

	"That would be most agreeable," Ayna said, doing her best to speak in the dignified and self-respecting manner a swordswoman ought to speak. "Thank you again, blacksmith. I shall fetch it when it is ready."

	She painfully fluttered her wings. A few more minutes of rest would have been ideal, but the last thing she wanted was for the blacksmith to know that. So she gritted her teeth, winced at the pain, and fluttered out the door, laboring to keep herself and her weapon aloft.

	#

	The next day, Ayna began her training. She was part of a group of seven, the first students to be entrusted to the young elf they called Blin. Three of them were humans who had been part of the party that had brought Ayna to this place. They looked upon her with unashamed amusement, whispering to one another about the absurdity of a fairy handling a blade. She weathered their scorn quietly, willing herself not to cry. Warriors didn't cry. 

	Blin was quick to quiet them, reminding all that this was Entwell and that disrespect would not be tolerated. Most fell quickly into line. Two of the three adventurers didn't seem terribly impressed with Blin himself, but reluctantly quieted for the sake of getting through the process. The students were then arranged in a line, with Ayna standing atop a fencepost to avoid ending up underfoot, as her training had to be done with her feet on the ground.

	First were drills, students standing in designated locations and moving their swords this way and that, tracing out patters and choreographed motions. Ayna did her best to imitate the motions, but she tired quickly. Fairies had legs and arms like so many other creatures, but they seldom had cause to put them to any vigorous use. Flying was so much faster than running, and gathering nectar was anything but grueling work. After two sequences, her face was red and her hands were shaking. After ten she was near collapse. Perhaps sensing this, Blin set his weapon down and called for the students to gather.

	"I'm well satisfied," he said, wiping a trickle of sweat from his brow. "You, the newcomers. You're far beyond my level. You'll be taking training under my own master beginning tomorrow, and you may seek out sparring opponents from any resident of Warrior's Side who will have you. The rest of you, you're doing well enough. I'll keep you on until I'm satisfied you can join the others."

	"About time," muttered one of Ayna's former captors as they paced quickly off.

	Ayna drifted after them.

	"You there, Ayna. No, you stay here," Blin instructed. "Much work to be done."

	"But... but you said that the newcomers..." Ayna said breathlessly.

	"I'm sorry. I misspoke. I meant the human newcomers. You'll need a fair amount more work. You can barely manage the drills."

	"At the very least," muttered one of the humans, a thickly muscled brute of a man with dark hair and sunbaked skin.

	"You there!" snapped Blin as he charged up to the offender. "What is your name!"

	He turned. "Martin."

	"The rest of you, gather round. Martin, two paces back and set your sword in the ground."

	"What is this about?" Martin asked.

	"You deem yourself in a position to pass judgment on Ayna?"

	"She is a fairy. It is a mockery to have ever set foot beside her."

	"She is a student," Blin said.

	"She shouldn't be, and even so, I'm hardly a student."

	"Two paces back and set your sword in the ground," Blin said.

	"You mean to spar with me? You just said I was far beyond your level, and you're half my size."

	If anything, it was an understatement. Martin was head and shoulders taller than Blin and at least twice the elf's weight, most of it solid muscle.

	"Then I imagine this demonstration will be brief," Blin said. "Two paces back--"

	"And set my sword. Fine, fine," he said, striding back and embedding the tip of his sword in the dusty ground so that it could stand free.

	Blin did the same.

	"The battle begins when the first of us touches his sword, and ends when the last of us is standing," Blin said. "No other rules."

	"So be it," Martin said.

	Blin stood with his arms crossed, waiting. Martin crouched, hand above the pommel of his sword, waiting for the elf to make his move. When no move came, Martin sneered and snatched his weapon, charging at his opponent. Blin subtly shifted his weight, then crouched and rolled to the side. Martin attempted to stop short, but Blin hooked his leg and sent the larger man crashing to the ground, sword clattering away. In a fluid motion Blin then snatched his own blade from where it stood and swung it in a high arc, slicing until it bit into the earth just a whisper from the neck of his downed opponent. If the weapon had not met the ground when it did, Martin would certainly have lost his head.

	Fury filled the eyes of the downed swordsman, and he scrambled to raise himself from the ground, but Blin planted a knee in the small of Martin's back, twisted the human's arm up between his own shoulder blades, and yanked his head up with the other hand.

	"Size matters little, Martin, and never speak ill of students. This is Entwell. We are all students. The day we stop learning is the day we stop breathing. I say you are well above my level because I have not yet earned the right to teach someone as experienced as you. I have been sparring with the greatest warriors our world has to offer since I could walk." He released his grip and stood. "Now go. All of you. Training begins again tomorrow at dawn, and it will be far more vigorous this time, now that I know your limits."

	Ayna watched the larger man walk sheepishly off, his tail between his legs after being beaten by a much smaller foe. She smiled and hefted her weapon.

	"Size matters little..." she said quietly to herself.

	#

	Ayna trained hard, following every instruction and doing her best to fulfill every request. In the beginning, her performance was pitiful. She was barely able to finish the day's drills and awoke with every muscle aching each morning, but she pressed on. In time, her strength grew, as did her stamina. After two hard weeks, the other students she trained beside moved on to other instructors, leaving her alone with Blin, but he faithfully continued to perform his duty as a teacher, instructing her in proper form and stance.

	Three more weeks passed and she was wielding the rapier with ease, so much so that it was decided she might indeed be ready for her broadsword. True to his word, the blacksmith provided one, having honed the humble piece of bent chain into a suitably heroic weapon. The edge gleamed, the grip was detailed with bits of gold, and there were even chips of ruby set into it. It was a good deal heavier, and with its two-handed grip came a whole new set of drills, but she soldiered on. 

	Three more weeks of intense training seemed to satisfy Blin that she could do all that was required of her while her feet were planted. She knew the strikes, the blocks, the thrusts, and parries. She just knew that in theory she'd learned enough of swordsmanship to begin sparring. What had yet to be done, however, was put that knowledge to practical use. It was thus a thrill when Blin told her if she could gather the proper equipment, that phase that would begin the following day. She was off like a blur as soon as he'd said it, determined to have the training pads before the sun set.

	As had been the case with nearly every other step of this task, it was far more complicated for her than it was for someone closer to human size. And as had been the case in each prior example, she refused to let this stumbling block stop her. It would just take a bit more work. And to help her with this work she would reach out to the one person who had stood by her each step of the way.

	"Thank you for helping me, Fiora," Ayna said, holding up a small pad of leather she'd just finished cutting. Due to the relative lack of strong, sharp blades her size, Ayna was forced to use her broadsword to do the cutting.

	"Not at all, Ayna. I'm happy to help," Fiora said, taking the pad and straightening a short length of the thinnest wire they were able to acquire. "It is really rather interesting. I don't know that I've ever made armor before."

	"I asked the outfitter to make me some, but he said he didn't have the tools. Fairies don't wear armor, so he's never had to make any. But Blin said if I can put together some proper armor, I can begin combat drills as early as tomorrow. I can put my sword to proper use. So I had to get some fairy armor somehow."

	"Fairies do tend toward magic," Fiora said. "We're rather well attuned to it. And wizards and sorceresses seldom wear armor."

	She squinted her eyes and the end of the wire began to glow a brilliant red, hissing effortlessly through the leather. She then took the still–cherry-red end in her bare fingers and pushed it through another pad, then twisted the two ends of the wire together into a loop and closed her dainty fingers around the ends. The red glow flared to white and the two ends fused together, forming a tight loop.

	"I don't want to use magic. I don't want to use tricks. People expect us to use tricks, as though we can't do anything more. You are a fine wizard and I admire it, but I want real strength. The sort people like them understand..." Ayna said.

	"You don't need to explain yourself. You know... I think if left to your own devices, you might have been the first fairy to choose to face the Cave of the Beast."

	"Why?" Ayna asked, grunting as she used her sword to rough out another bit of leather.

	"Because it is terrifying, and because when faced with fear, some believe the only way to overcome it is to become what they fear most."

	"I don't understand."

	"I knew a creature once. He was so very filled with fear. All his life he was hunted, hated. People believed him to be a monster, and they wished to destroy him before he could do the same to them. One day he decided, if he was to be a monster, then he would become the most fearsome monster the world had ever seen. So he sought the one beast none had ever defeated, the Beast of the Cave. He wished to learn how the beast took the lives of so many, so that he might do the same. Instead, he found this place."

	"What happened to him?"

	"He became what he hoped to become, a creature of death. Then he returned to face those who would harm those like him. To them, there is no doubt in my mind he had become the thing they feared he always had been."

	"Then you see? If he could do it, then so can I!" she said, handing the last of the pads to Fiora.

	"I have no doubt you can," she said, accepting the pad and linking it to the rest with a fused twist of wire. "But be sure to learn the same lesson he learned. Just because what you seek may not be found where you expect it, that does not mean it cannot be found. It only means you need to keep searching. There, finished." She held up the completed armor.

	What they had crafted could only in the very most generous of terms been called armor. Ayna had cut pads of leather and aligned them a bit like a sparingly built suit of heavy plate mail, with Fiora's metal loops fastening them together. To the eye of a human-sized creature it would have been almost astounding in its delicate precision, but at fairy scale it was bulky and clumsy. The back featured almost no protection at all, as anything more would have interfered with her wings and made her too heavy to fly.

	Eagerly, Ayna climbed into the suit through the open back, threading her arms and legs inside and securing it with two wire hooks. It fit well enough, but to top it off she unveiled the crowning glory, a helmet made from the fingertip of a genuine suit of armor. Once outfitted her vision was limited to two holes Fiora had melted through it for her. Fumbling a bit, she found her sword and buzzed her wings up to speed. It took every ounce of strength she had just to get herself airborne. Her wings were a blur, and in seconds her face was red from the effort, but she raised her sword skyward in defiance.

	"Tomorrow," she huffed, "Steel will clash with steel!"

	#

	"What do you mean I can't begin combat!?" Ayna cried in dismay, stomping her foot on the fencepost that had spent so much time as her training ground.

	"Until now you've done your drills without armor. Look at you. You were barely able to reach the top of the fencepost. Just as you had to build the strength to come this far, now you must do it all again while in full gear," Blin explained.

	"But Blin, I... if I must learn again to fight with armor on, then at least let me fight once with the armor off. I need to prove I can do this!"

	"Ayna, it wouldn't be safe," Blin said.

	Ayna looked around. Her agitated outburst had begun to attract a small crowd of students training nearby. The sight of a fairy in full armor was more than enough of a curiosity to draw their interest, and the angrier Ayna got the more attention she drew. Some wore faces of quiet interest, the sort of expression any spectator might have when presented with a fascinating event. More than a few looked instead as though they were watching a farce, reveling in the absurdity and looking eagerly forward to forthcoming humiliation. She turned back to her teacher, fighting back the tears of embarrassment and disappointment.

	"You fought Martin with no armor!" Ayna said.

	"That is different, Ayna. Martin is closer to my size, and--"

	"You said size matters little!"

	"It matters little, Ayna, but it does matter," he said. "You've shown great promise and dedication as a student. I'm proud to have you as an apprentice. If there was any other student near to your size, I would gladly oversee--"

	"I don't want to fight someone my size. Warriors do not earn glory and respect by fighting others their own size! I will be a mighty warrior, as mighty as any that you or anyone else has ever trained. I will fight anyone, and I will do it on their terms. I..." Her voice cracked and she was thankful that her helmet hid her tears from the onlookers. "I'll prove it to you. I challenge you! Tomorrow! Last one standing is the winner!"

	"Ayna," he said gently. "I can't--"

	"Do you concede then? Are you afraid to face me? Afraid I'll make a fool of you? Are you a coward?"

	"Of course not," he said, sharpness in his gaze and tone.

	She swept the tip of her blade around, indicating the growing crowd. "If any of these other students challenged you, would you deny them?"

	"I wouldn't, but--"

	"Then you will treat me with the same respect. I am your student. Your apprentice! You will give me the same chance as any of them." Her voice was shaking with righteous fury. She could feel the potent mix of emotions coursing through her. "Anything less is disrespect to me and dishonor to your position as a teacher!"

	Ayna fluttered her wings madly, rising from the post and darting to his face. She channeled every last scrap of strength she had into making it look as though she was not struggling.

	"Now what is your answer?" she demanded, pointing her sword at his nose.

	"Very well."

	"Then I will see you tomorrow at this time. Come prepared. I know I will," she said.

	With that Ayna flitted off toward the trees. She drifted as far as she could manage, making sure that she was well away from any who might have witnessed her challenge, then rather gracelessly crashed through the foliage of a tree and thumped down on a branch, completely exhausted. Gasping for breath, she wrenched the helmet from her head and set it down on the branch. Her mind and muscles burned. Right now she couldn't make her way back to the tree that had become her home if she wanted to. More than an hour passed before she felt as though she was strong enough to fly again, but her mind and heart were still racing. 

	Thoughts poured through her head of what she'd done and what she was going to do. Blin had made short work of a man who was more than ten times her height and likely hundreds of times her weight. He'd come within a hair of taking the man's head. What would that mean for her? No! She could not think that way. She'd trained long and hard. Weeks of practicing, of growing stronger. She knew the basics. He had taught her the tactics. And he himself admired her skill. Surely desire had to play a role in a battle. Surely she wanted the victory more. She had the spirit, she had the determination. She could win. No... no, she would win.

	Her mind continued to tip back and forth between terror and confidence until a voice broke through.

	"Ayna?"

	It was Fiora, her gentle voice lilting through the leaves as she approached. Ayna glanced down at her blade. In the polished edge she could see that her face was streaked with tears. Hastily, she grabbed her helmet and pulled it on. The elder fairy parted some leaves and touched down on the branch beside her.

	"I heard what happened," Fiora said.

	"And I suppose you're here to convince me not to do it."

	"Heavens no. I've lived among fairies for over a century. I of all people know not to argue with one who has made up her mind. I think maybe my late husband Duncan is the only one who learned that lesson better than I." She shook her head. "The things I made that man put up with..."

	"But you don't think I can do it," Ayna said.

	"You are a student in Entwell. I believe you can do anything. I simply do not believe you are ready. You are a bit too eager to prove yourself, and a bit too quick to believe that others think little of you. Though I know little of the art of war, I would say you could benefit from some more training, some more conditioning. But more than that, I believe you could benefit from some soul searching. You need to make your mind up about yourself."

	"What do you mean?"

	"How do you feel about you? Who are you trying to convince by doing this? The other students? Your teacher? Or do you feel you need to become something you are not because you aren't happy with who you are? We are happy to help you become anything you believe you should be, but without fail our most successful residents are those of sought to become the best version of themselves." Fiora placed her hand on Ayna's. "I'll be watching you tomorrow. Good luck to you."

	Fiora rose from the branch and took her leave. After a few more moments of grappling with her thoughts and the words of her mentor, Ayna flitted off toward home.

	#

	When the sun rose the next day, Ayna set off toward her training ground. It had been a night of fitful sleep, but as she had watched the sky brighten to the east she knew that there was nothing that could stop her from going through with this bout. Perhaps she would win, perhaps she would lose. Perhaps she might even be killed. The one thing that was certain was if she did not show her face, it would prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that everyone who believed she could not be a warrior would be correct. She would face Blin. There were no two ways about it. 

	Once she had donned her suit of armor, she clutched her sword in one hand and her helmet under the other arm and set off.

	As she fluttered toward the soon-to-be battleground, resting frequently to be sure she was not exhausted from simply hauling her heavy armor, she noticed something peculiar. The clearing was much more crowded than usual. As she landed on a high branch to catch her breath before one final flit toward her fencepost, it became clear the word had spread. The little courtyard where Blin did his teaching was the center of a sizable cluster of spectators. Not only were many of the students who had trained beside her standing around the fencepost awaiting her arrival, others she'd never seen before and even people from as far as Wizard's Side were present as well.

	Anya felt her heart flutter nervously in her chest, but at the same time a smile came to her face. When was the last time a crowd gathered to watch a fairy do anything? This was it. This was the beginning of her legend. No one would ever mistake her for a simple fairy again, a creature to be snared and sold like a tool. She donned her helmet. Today she was a warrior.

	She leaped from the branch and buzzed her wings, extending the leap and controlling it rather than actually taking flight. After a well-guided drop, she landed heavily on the fencepost and drove her sword into it, standing tall and proud. The crowd of onlookers stirred a bit with her arrival. 

	"I stand ready for battle!" she proclaimed.

	There was another quiet stir from the crowd. Not the rousing cheer of support she'd been hoping for, but still encouraging. Blin slid from the crowd. He was wearing light training armor and carried an odd sword. Thin and reed-like, it was made from a flexible wood that wobbled with the breeze. Her smile grew larger as the elf failed to produce any similar reaction from the crowd, save a few greetings. The people were on her side. And why wouldn't they be? She was the one fighting the odds. She was the one taking a stand. She was the true warrior.

	"Good morning, Ayna. The first to send the other to the ground is the winner. I will be using a training sword, you may use your proper sword if you wish," he said.

	Her opponent did not seem intimidated, or indeed as though his blood was racing with the prospect of combat, but that was little concern to Ayna. It simply meant that she had the advantage.

	"Two paces back, and set your sword," Ayna said. She pulled her sword free, took two tiny steps back and jabbed it lightly into the wood of the fence post.

	Blin paced back and planted his sword, driving its blunt end into the soil with little effort. The crowd parted to give them room, and silence fell over the battlefield. Ayna watched her prey as he stood stone still, his arms crossed. She thought back to his training, and to the battle with Martin. He was a tricky one. He wanted her to act first. She waited, watching him. The moments crawled by. Ayna did her best to be patient, to let Blin make the first move, but he simply stared at her evenly. She smiled, her face hidden behind her helmet. If he would not act first, then she would get the drop on him.

	In a blur, she snatched her sword and launched toward her foe. He plucked his sword and raised it, swatting through the air. She bobbed below it, feeling the breeze rush across her, and angled her sword. 

	A slice across the chest, she thought. Good impact to throw him off balance, then hook around behind the knee.

	He stepped back and twisted, attempting to move out of the way of her blow, but she adjusted her flight and slashed hard against his chest. Her weapon barely made a mark in the tough cloth of his training pads, and the impact didn't so much as cause him to stumble. No matter. She would continue her maneuver. A good hard jab to the back of the knee should--

	With a crack, she was sent tumbling downward. The strike was so swift she was stuck more by the surprise than the pain. It slapped against her legs, thumping hard against the leather of her armor with enough force to rattle her bones. Ayna hesitated to think what might have happened had she not been wearing armor. She desperately got her feet beneath her in time to plant them on the ground and leap back off, deftly evading a follow-up attack and flitting out of range to regroup. She turned and found him quickly closing the gap she'd created, his sword held high. Her mind still reeling from the blow that had nearly cost her the match, she didn't have the wits about her to be frightened or angry. She simply reached desperately into her mind for anything that might help her. What she found was one of the first bits of practical instruction Blin had given. She raised her weapon in a perfect defensive pose, even angling her dangling feet as though set against the ground.

	As perfect as her form had been, the block did little good. His sword met hers and she was batted aside like a child's ball. The blow knocked the wind from her lungs and the weapon from her hands, twisting her helmet sideways. She was unarmed and blind now, but she was still aloft. She'd not yet lost. She frantically worked her wings to bring herself to a stop, then grasped her helmet with both hands to try to right it. She could hear Blin charging toward her, and without her vision she knew she would never be able to dodge an attack.

	The wind curled around her. She felt it with her skin, with her mind, with her spirit. As she had so many times before, she read the wind, allowing it to tell its story. She felt it swirl and compress, a wave of it curving toward her, washing over her. She worked her wings harder, raising her legs and twisting aside. The tip of Blin's sword passed near enough to graze her wings. She felt the rush of air pushed along by his body now, the wisps brushed outward by his legs, the breeze fanned by his arms, the breath rushing from his nostrils. An open hand was plowing through the air toward her. She dropped and pivoted as it swatted by. She could feel his position now, picture it in her mind. There was an opening. Even without her weapon she had to take it.

	Ayna worked her wings for all they were worth, straightening her spine, stiffening her neck, and driving herself bodily into the hollow of his throat. The blow to his windpipe staggered him, sending him stumbling backward. Had she been better prepared, Ayna might have been able to capitalize. A swipe to the knee, a jab to the foot, and he might just have struck the ground. As it was, the blow had dizzied her far worse than it had destabilized her foe. She was now drifting in the air woozily, fighting with her helmet and reading the breeze for some idea of her opponent's state.

	Finally, she twisted her helmet properly. Blin was on his feet, his sword ready, and heading toward her. She spied her weapon on the ground and darted for it. Her breath was heaving now, her heart pounding in her ears. What little strength she had was almost gone. If she didn't end this battle soon, the fatigue of maneuvering in this armor would do her in just as surely as his attacks. She fetched the weapon, landing briefly and leaping toward him. His sword whistled through the air, but she twirled aside to dodge. No sense going for anything so glancing as a chest blow. Every strike had to count. She darted for his face and put her weapon to work.

	To the onlookers, it must have appeared that Blin was being attacked by a nest of angry wasps. Ayna's attacks were wild and had little strength behind them, but they were plentiful. She cut shallow nicks across his cheeks and forehead, slicing away a lock of hair and cutting a divot from his eyebrow. He grimaced and swatted twice at her, but when her weapon nearly found his eye, he reached his limit, with an angry claw of his hand, he swatted a third time. She was too tired to react in time and the hand caught her squarely in the chest, knocking her sword away again. Before she could so much as begin to dream up a possible counter, he had forced her to the ground.

	For a few seconds they remained in that position, Blin crouched with his palm pinning Ayna to the ground, Ayna panting and trying to gather herself. When the rush of battle faded enough, Blin slowly lifted his hand and turned it palm up, offering it for aid. There was a smattering of applause and more than a few nods of surprise and appreciation.

	"You fought well," Blin said, "but the battle is mine."

	Ayna gritted her teeth and pushed his hand away. "I," she panted, "demand a rematch. Without the armor. If not for... this armor... I would have defeated you."

	"If not for the armor you would have been in the hands of the healers after the first blow."

	"You don't know that," Ayna said. Tears were running down her face freely now, fueled by rage, pain, shame, and embarrassment. "If I hadn't been weighed down you never could have touched me. Let me shed this armor and catch my breath, and I demand you fight me again!"

	She fought the armor from her back and stumbled toward the sword. "I demand it! I demand you fight me again!"

	"Ayna, look at me," Blin said.

	The fairy turned viciously toward him, sword in hand.

	"You fought well today. I'm not too proud to admit you fought better than I'd expected. But this can't continue. The best of your blows could barely scratch a suit of armor, and as fast as you might be it would take only one lucky strike to slice you in two. I will teach you all I can, train you to the best of my ability, but when it comes to true swordcraft, I know of no way for you to prove yourself in combat without the aide of magic, which would prove little of your skills in a true battle. Perhaps, with time, you will find a way to overcome your shortcomings, but as you are now there are simply limits you will have to accept."

	Ayna panted, the thrill of combat slowly dropping away and leaving behind the burning pain of fatigue and the blows that met their mark. She shut her eyes and painfully took to the air, throwing down her sword and darting toward her home.

	#

	Never in her life had Ayna wished she were smaller, but in this moment she wished she would vanish entirely. She had curled up in a knothole of her tree, back to the world and weeping quietly in the darkness. All she wanted was to be gone, to never have feel another pair of eyes staring at her. She thought of her family, and of how she would never see them again because she was too weak and frightened to make the journey home again, and would only be a burden to them if she did. Her mind churned with images of the faces of her captors, many of whom had seen her make a fool of herself in her battle with Blin. All of it was her fault. For all of her training, for all of her delusion, she was as hopeless and worthless now as when she'd been trapped in the jar.

	"Ayna..." called a voice from the mouth of the knothole. It was, of course, Fiora. "Are you hurt, child?"

	"No." She curled up tighter. "Go away!" She whimpered. "I don't want you to see me like this."

	"Like what, sore after a rough trial? You can scarcely turn a corner around here without finding someone like that."

	"This wasn't a rough trial. It was a disaster. I'm a laughingstock!" Ayna said, turning her tear-soaked face to the older fairy.

	"A laughingstock?" Fiora said. "No one was laughing, I assure you."

	"Not on the outside," Ayna said, reluctantly sitting up as Fiora drifted inside. "But I proved to them I was exactly what they all expected me to be. I'm a weakling. A bug."

	"You proved to them that you are a remarkably driven young student with more enthusiasm than patience. And yes, that is indeed exactly what they expected you to be, because we all begin that way. Here, you forgot to take this when you left," Fiora said.

	Ayna looked to Fiora curiously, as she was not carrying anything, but a wave of her hand brought a sliver of metal into view outside the knothole, held aloft by a swirling breeze. It was her sword. The younger fairy turned away.

	"I don't want it. I don't need it anymore. I'm never going to be a warrior."

	"Maybe you will, maybe you won't, but there's no reason not to keep it. I even reforged it for you. It got a bit bent in the fight."

	"You keep it then."

	Fiora sighed. "I watched your bout, you know."

	"Of course you did. Everyone did. So they all know how poorly I did."

	"Let me ask you something. When your helmet was turned aside, could you see?"

	"Of course not."

	"Then how did you dodge his attacks? And how did you target his throat?"

	"I just... I felt the wind. The way it moved. The same way I found my way through the cave."

	"Did anyone teach you to do that?"

	"No, it's just... I don't know. I've always known it. Since I was a baby. Can't you do it?"

	"Well enough to find my way through a cave, but to dodge a sword? Heavens no. Do you know what it is to be attuned with something?"

	"I... I think."

	"You are attuned with the wind. All fairies are, but if you could read it well enough to fight half of that battle blind, then you are better attuned than most."

	"What good does it do me? I can't cast any spells, and I'm still just a fairy. Who cares if I'm a bit better at feeling the wind than others?"

	"Ayna, you don't understand how important magic is to fairies. Magic is a part of almost every creature that lives, but for few is this more so than for our kind. It pulses through us. It entwines with us. And the stronger our connection to it, the stronger we are. If you never learned to work magic at all, if somehow you never learned the secret of conjuring the breeze, you might live to see twenty springs. I've learned to focus my strength and expanded my knowledge, and I've seen over a hundred. I'm stronger, healthier. Even if you'd won your battle today, even if you'd been the most gifted student of the sword that Entwell has ever seen, I would have continued to coax you toward magic, if only to give you the stamina, the strength, and the constitution to let you live a long, full life."

	"It doesn't matter. None of it matters. You heard what Blin said. There's just no way."

	"Tell me, why did you want to be a warrior again?"

	"Because they are brave and strong. And because they are respected and feared."

	"Well, you just faced a seasoned swordsman many times your size after only a few weeks of training. No one can claim you aren't brave. And if you want strength, fear, and respect? Follow me."

	"I don't want to--"

	"Oh, hush. What are you going to do instead, burrow yourself into this little knothole forever? Now come with me. You're going to wash your face and you're going to see what I have to show you. After that, if you want to come back here and sulk in the darkness, I'll leave you be."

	Ayna wiped her nose and stared at Fiora, a bit stunned. It was as near to harsh as the matronly old fairy had been since her arrival. Something about a normally gentle voice speaking sharply has a way of making the words all the more meaningful. Numbly, the young fairy drifted on aching wings after Fiora. At a nearby basin of water that Ayna suspected Fiora had arranged to be brought, she washed away the dirt and tears from her face and hands. Then they continued toward the mountain until they reached an unassuming glade with a circle of students dressed in yellow tunics.

	The students forming the circle were of all ages, and many races. There were a few other fairies like herself, but there were also humans, dwarves, and elves. At the center of the circle was an elf who had to be ancient. The race was known to be incredibly long-lived, and yet this one was bent nearly double with the weight of the years. He was thin to the point of being gaunt, and his knobby and skeletal fingers clutched an elegant white staff with a yellow jewel. White hair fell sparsely from this head and draped across his shoulders like a cape, nearly reaching the ground behind him.

	"If you want respect, strength, and fear, look no further," Fiora said reverently.

	"Who, him?" Ayna said, feeling as though her time had been wasted.

	"He is Highest Master of Wind Magic, Master Clescale. He is one of the five strongest mages we have, and thus likely one of the five strongest mages the world has to offer."

	"He is a master of wind magic? But it looks like a stiff breeze could knock him over!" she said.

	"Looks are the last thing that should be used to judge anything," Fiora said. She raised her voice to be heard over the murmuring of the students. "Master Clescale, if I may?"

	The elderly wizard looked to her with the expression of vague comprehension the elderly seemed to wear almost by default, as though the whole world was a bit of a riddle and they hadn't quite solved it. When he spotted Fiora, a grin came to his face.

	"My friend here believes she might do well to one day be your apprentice, but she's uncertain your element has the power she seeks. Might you give us a small demonstration?"

	He nodded, again with the sort of look on his face that suggested he didn't quite understand what was requested, but understood that this was a moment when nodding was appropriate. Despite this, at the sight of the gesture the circle of students dispersed, some nearly in a panic, into shelter of the surrounding trees. When they were clear, and Fiora had gently coaxed Ayna to a similar distance, he began to stir the air with his staff.

	Instantly, a strong breeze seemed to follow it. As his stirring increased, so too did the breeze until it was nearly enough to pull Ayna from the ground. Fiora, who seemed oddly anchored despite her similar size, held Ayna tight as the wind continued to grow in strength. Soon the branches in the whole of the glade were creaking as though they were in the depths of a terrible storm. Dirt and stones were drawn into the air, and the whole of the village seemed lost in an apocalyptic whistle. Still he stirred, speeding the wind further, but with the other hand he beckoned, urging the wind to draw closer to him. It obeyed, the terrible gale tightening and intensifying, wrapping around him until it existed only as a towering column just barely wider than his shoulders.

	He was nearly hidden by the dust and stone drawn into the tornado around him. Some of the rocks drawn up from the ground were the size of fists. With the merest twitch of his hand, the column shifted, moving now beside him, with each rock obligingly avoiding him as they twisted through the air. He then looked with interest around the clearing, turning eventually to the mountain, he spotted a sizable boulder just visible in the distance. He pointed, and like an attack dog waiting to pounce, the twisting wind obeyed. It carved a line across the landscape, rushing toward the boulder. When it reached it, the enormous lump of rock was swiftly lost within the twisting winds. For a few seconds, it continued to churn and grind, then with his permission, it dispersed. The boulder was entirely missing.

	"What? Where did it..." Ayna began.

	He held up his hand, then pointed to the sky. A speck of black against the mountains was plummeting earthward. It was almost too high to be seen. As it fell it grew larger, before long growing near enough to be recognized as the boulder unfortunate enough to be his target. Nearly a minute later, it came whistling down, and just before it struck the center of the clearing the master held his hand out, palm up, as if to catch it. A wind so intense it could be seen, even without dust and stone to give it form, coalesced beneath the boulder, slowing it until it came to a stop just above the ground. He then tipped his hand aside and the wind vanished, dropping the boulder at his feet with a thump.

	With that, he released a contented sigh and shuffled away. The glade looked like it had been through a whole storm season in the space of a few minutes. Despite this, not a hair on his head had been disturbed by the gale, and not a speck of dirt clung to his tunic. He offered a wordless gesture, and the students who had taken shelter snapped quickly to action, summoning their own, lesser winds to begin to clean up his mess, sweeping together displaced soil and replanting grass and saplings pulled free.

	Ayna's mouth hung open, her eyes gleaming.

	"I could be as powerful as him?" she said.

	"With time, perhaps more powerful. Fairies are practically one with the wind, and you more so than most."

	"But... but warriors forge legends. Could a wind mage in Entwell ever truly be legendary?"

	"Ayna, in the world you were taken from, a war is raging. It has been raging for longer than most can even remember. Some say it is a war that won't end until the world is lost to it. Legends tell of a group of warriors who will rise to stop this terrible conflict and those responsible. And those same legends say that those warriors will find shelter, training, and strength in Entwell. One of the students here may be one of the chosen force who will save this world. If you remain here and rise in the ranks, you will make a mark on this world. You may train beside such a hero. You may teach such a hero. You may summon such a hero. You may be such a hero. It is practically written in the stars that greatness must first prove itself in Entwell, and look where fate has guided you."

	A smile slowly came to Ayna's face. "When do I begin my lessons?"

	###

	That was the first of what I hope will be several peeks into the lives of the Entwell masters. Read on for one final short story, but if you’d like to be kept in the loop on future installments to the series, sign up for the newsletter! And for books in other settings, check out the complete bibliography at the end of this anthology.
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	Foreword

	Some years ago, during a time when the Book of Deacon series was doing particularly well, I received an invite from Roger Bellini and Rebecca Lovatt to write a short story for an anthology they were kickstarting, called Neverland’s Library. It had been a while since I’d attempted to write something short, and I was honored by the invitation, so I agreed. The theme was rediscovery, so I thought a little story set in the same era as Jade that gave a glimpse into the darker parts of the world’s history might be interesting. I actually kept the length down to something manageable, and the result was The Stump and the Spire.



	



	If you want to get to the root of something, you’re going to have to dig.

	It is a useful bit of wisdom in any walk of life. Time has a way of covering things up, after all. To get to the essential truth of a thing, the place where it all started, you will have to brush away the layers left behind by the passing years. The words may mean different things to different people, but the wisdom behind them remains. When a healer says you must dig to the root, for instance, he means you must find the cause of an ailment. When a diplomat says you must dig to the root, she means you must learn why a war began. The words could mean a dozen different things; it only depends on who is doing the speaking, and who is doing the listening.

	On this day it was William who was doing the listening. He was a young boy of ten who had grown up working the land with his parents and his sister. The one doing the speaking was William’s father, and he was not a diplomat or a healer. He was a farmer, and when a farmer says you must dig to the root, he is holding a shovel and pointing to a tree stump. Farmers don’t have time for metaphors.

	“Father, I can’t dig out a whole tree by myself,” William objected.

	“I did it when I was your age. It just takes time,” his father said, handing the boy the shovel and tousling his hair. “It will do you good to get some proper work done, and this stump is long overdue to come out.”

	William looked to the stump again. It was an ancient gray thing, the remains of an oak that had been dead the day they found it. The tree had been on the land since long before they had taken it over the previous season, and it was at the center of a patch of barren and lifeless field. It had been simple enough to cut down the trunk, and after a bit of sawing and chopping it provided some much needed firewood. As for the stump, they had been in too much of a hurry to take care of it thus far. The growing season was short, and the planting season shorter. During those months, their time was better spent elsewhere. Now the harvest was over, and the air was already taking on the harder nip of the long winter ahead. There was no better time to dig out the stump and see what could be done to nurse the soil back to health. It wasn’t a terribly large job, all things considered. The stump was only half as tall as the boy and perhaps equally wide. The tangle of roots beneath it was daunting though, particularly considering how deep it likely ran.

	“But it’ll take me forever!”

	“Just do as much as you can do today, then come back tomorrow. It’ll be done before you know it,” William’s father assured him with a firm slap on the back. “And do your best while the weather is still warm, because once the ground starts to freeze it’ll be that much harder.”

	“But—”

	“William…” he said, his voice stern and his gaze hard. “Remember what happens to little boys who disobey their parents. A dragoyle will come along and eat your toes in your sleep.”

	“Yes, Father.” William had been hearing stories about dragoyles for as long as he could remember. They were supposed to be evil creatures left behind by the D’Karon, dark wizards from long ago who had come from another world and nearly conquered this one. Dragoyles were said to be vicious monsters, and the D’Karon were the blackest of evils, but mostly they seemed to exist specifically to frighten little boys into doing what they were told. William had stopped believing in them years ago, but he knew that once his father started talking about them, the next words would be punishment.

	“So what are you going to do?”

	“I’ll dig up the stump, Father.”

	“That’s my boy,” he said.

	William sighed and put the shovel to work, hacking at the first of what would be many, many roots. The boy wasn’t shaping up to have what one might call a farmer’s physique. He was short for his age, and he'd never lost his baby fat, despite plenty of hard work on the land. His temperament left something to be desired as well. Whereas his father could think of no finer way to spend the day than getting his hands dirty tilling the soil, William had other interests. The boy would much prefer to while away the hours sketching shapes on the ground, daydreaming, and asking questions his parents wouldn’t have known how to answer even if they’d had the time and inclination to do so. It was a source of great concern for William’s father that the boy didn’t show much interest in the family work, but he was a simple man and confident that a few more summers with spade in hand would make the boy see the light. After all, it had worked for Layla, William’s sister.

	Layla was four years older than William and taller by a head and shoulders. Though she still gave her parents plenty to worry about, she was at least happy enough working on the farm. She tended to the animals and was never shy to take up a rake or a hoe if an extra set of hands were needed. It had left her with a fit build and boundless energy, which was something of a mixed blessing. Though her parents were grateful for her help and enthusiasm on the fields, they would have preferred a bit less energy afterward. She already had a habit of getting into trouble when the day’s work was through, and it would only get worse as her thoughts began to drift toward more amorous pursuits. 

	As the sun was hitting its highest point, Layla paid her brother a visit. She was wearing her dirt-encrusted work clothes, and in her hand was a familiar cloth sack.

	“Lunchtime, Willy!” she chirped.

	The boy looked wearily at his sister as she offered him a smile and set the sack down beside the stump.

	“So Dad finally decided to have you dig something up,” she said, untying the corners of the sack to flatten it into a tablecloth of sorts. Inside was a pile of golden-brown pockets of baked dough and a leather water flask.

	“Yeah. All by myself,” he replied. He wiped his hands on his pants and eagerly tried to stuff an entire dough pocket into his mouth. They were a treat his mother had concocted when she grew tired of her family attempting to eat their midday meal while in the fields. After most of her bowls were lost or broken, she started baking meat, gravy, and vegetables into a pocket of dough so that they could eat with their hands.

	“He does that. Remember when he made me dig up all of those bushes when I was ten? It is like a test. Do it right and you’re a grownup.”

	“It’s hard, it’s no fun, and I’m only doing it because I have to,” he said through a mouthful of meat and dough. “What’s that supposed to teach me about being a grownup?”

	Layla smirked. “That about covers it I think.” She slapped him on the back. “You always were the fast learner.”

	“Does that mean I can stop?”

	“Nope. Being a grownup is for good.” She grabbed a pocket of her own. “Besides, what else are you going to do?”

	“I don’t know. Anything. Think about stuff. Let my mind wander.”

	“You know what Dad says about that sort of thing.” She adopted a gruff voice and an educational tone. “Things that wander tend to get lost.”

	“Don’t you ever wonder about things?”

	“Like what?”

	“Well…like why do they call this place Oddspire Fields?”

	“That’s easy. Because of the spire,” she said, pointing. 

	Just beyond the fence at the edge of their land, about a dozen yards away from the stump, was a spire. It was ancient and worn by the elements, but one could still see the intricate designs that had been carved into its surface. It was about twice as tall as Layla and jutted out of the ground at an odd angle. “It’s a spire, it’s in the fields, and that’s odd. Oddspire Fields.”

	“But how did it get there? The closest place with spires like that is New Kenvard, and that’s miles away.”

	Layla treated the question with her usual level of diligence. She gave it half a thought, then shrugged and took a guess. “I suppose people liked it better that way. Anyway, eat up. Plenty more digging before this thing is out.”

	William nodded. The two finished their meal and each went back to work. For a while he continued to think about the spire. New Kenvard was a long way away. If someone had really taken the spire from one of the roofs of the old buildings and installed it here, he couldn’t imagine why, and they’d done a poor job of it besides. It was standing at an odd angle and didn’t have so much as a path leading to it. When he was done turning that mystery over in his head, he started to wonder why no one else had been curious enough to find out the answer. It seemed like no one really cared how things were, or about the mysteries of the world. Not anymore, anyway. Now they just cared about their own little corner of the world and how to get by. As the day rolled on, his thoughts were eventually reduced to variations of “This tree sure has a lot of roots,” and “I wonder how much more I’ll have to dig.”

	The last answer, he learned several days later, was plenty. The tree may have been dead, but in its day it must have been mighty, because the roots seemed to go on forever. William hacked through the ones he could, but the main taproot was as thick as his arm and as tough as nails. Day after day he dug deeper, trying to find a point where the root was thin enough to chop through. In the evening of the seventh day, when the hole beside the stump was now well over his head, his shovel struck something strange nestled among the roots.

	It wasn’t a stone or a particularly stubborn root. He’d struck enough of them to be a veritable expert. Leaning his shovel against the wall of the pit he’d dug, he got down on his knees and clawed at the object with his hands. It was extremely entangled, whatever it was, but the roots around it were thinner and more brittle than he’d encountered thus far. With a bit more digging, he managed to unearth what turned out to be a small metal box. It was only about two feet square and a few inches thick, but it was unlike anything he’d seen before. Rather than being rusted beyond recognition, the box was barely corroded. It was a dark gray color, and when he hauled it out into the fading sun he could just make out some thin engravings forming a complex pattern. One side had a delicate hinge, and the other had two latches. From the looks of it the roots had managed to work their way inside, snapping one of the latches and providing a glimpse within. He twisted and turned the box in the dim light, trying to catch a peek of what it held, but before he could see anything useful, he heard his mother’s voice calling him home for dinner. He tucked the box under his arm and climbed out of the hole, scurrying toward the house.

	Their home was a simple one, consisting mostly of one large room. The fireplace, which currently had a heavy iron pot hanging in it, filling the home with the smell of boiling cabbage, nested along the wall opposite the entrance. The room had a table and a few chairs, and the family used it for almost everything but sleeping. For that, there was a pair of bedrooms, one for the children and one for the parents. Outside the house, the family was lucky enough to have its own well and a barn a bit further away. 

	William ran to their barn to stow the shovel. With the tool in its place, he made ready to bring the box to his father, but something stopped him.

	 Like most people these days, William’s father had little use for a mystery. He tended to dismiss things he didn’t understand as unnecessary distractions from planting or harvesting. If William showed this box to his father, he would simply tell William to throw it away, or perhaps take it so that he could see about selling it at the market. Granted, William reasoned that selling the box was probably the best idea…but not before he’d had a chance to take a closer look. He lowered it carefully to the ground beneath the feed trough, brushed some hay over it, and hurried to the house. He tried to take a seat as his mother dished out the cabbage soup she’d prepared.

	“Uh-uh-uh. You know better than that. You’re filthy. I don’t want you eating with a filthy face and filthy hands. The bucket’s by the door like it always is,” she scolded.

	William grumbled and pushed open the door. A heavy wooden pail filled with clean water from the well hung on a hook outside. He splashed enough on his hands and face to get rid of the bulk of the accumulated soil from the day’s digging, then hurried back. When he shut the door behind him, his father and sister were taking their seats. His mother put a hearty bowl before each member of the family before she sat as well. William hungrily dug into it. A full day of shoveling was enough to make any meal a banquet.

	“There, you see. A good appetite is a sign you’ve been putting in a good day’s work. You’ve made a lot of progress, William, I’m proud of you. Another few days and we’ll be able to hitch the oxen to that stump and pull it out.”

	William simply nodded and industriously went to work emptying his bowl, as though doing so quickly enough would win him a prize. When the meal was through, he made a show of stretching and yawning.

	“I’m really tired, Father,” he said. “I’m going to go to bed early, all right?”

	“Of course,” his father replied. “Get a good night’s sleep. Maybe if you get an early start on it tomorrow, you can have the job done by nightfall.” He watched with a smile as his son carried his bowl to the washbasin, then gathered his nightclothes and went to his room. “You see, Clara? I knew giving him an important job would turn him around,” he said proudly.

	“He just needed some time, Tom,” said William’s mother. “And you just needed to have faith in him.”

	“Isn’t it good to see your brother finally showing some interest in the land, sweetie?” he asked Layla.

	The girl pursed her lips and looked to the bedroom door. “He’s interested all right,” she remarked with a raised eyebrow. “Dad, I’m a little tired too. I think I’ll turn in.”

	“Good night, then. Maybe if the two of you are up early enough and finish your work, we can take a trip to New Kenvard.”

	“Sounds great, Dad,” Layla said, standing up to kiss him on the forehead. “Good night.”

	He watched as she got herself ready and slipped into the bedroom as well, then smiled to his wife. “We’re raising a great couple of farmers, Clara.”

	“I’ve always thought so, dear,” she said.

	#

	William struggled to stay awake in his darkened bedroom. He hadn’t been lying when he said he was tired. A week of digging from sunrise to sunset would be enough to make anyone exhausted and sore, but he forced himself to stay awake until heard his parents retire for the night. Once their door was shut, he crawled out of bed as quietly as possible and eased open the shutters to his window. They swung open with the whisper of a scrape. He held his breath and looked toward his sister. In the light of the moon, he saw her still motionless in bed. He released a sigh of relief, then pulled himself to the sill and promptly tumbled to the ground.

	He sat up and shook his head, then winced and waited for his parents to swing their window open and order him back to his room, or his sister to poke her head out and demand to know what he was up to. A few moments passed with nothing, but he should have expected as much. They all worked as hard as he did. It would take more than a ten-year-old plopping down on the grass to wake them. He brushed himself off and ran barefoot to the barn. For many people, the air would have been a bit too brisk to be running around in one’s pajamas, but Oddspire Fields was a part of the northern kingdoms. Locals like him tended not to bother with a coat until it was below freezing.

	William grunted against the barn door and tugged it open. The unmistakable fragrance of large animals wafted out from inside, but there was little moonlight and few windows, so the interior of the barn was pitch black.

	“Darn,” he muttered. “I should have brought a—”

	“Looking for this?”

	The voice came out of nowhere, startling William. His panicked brain told him to run, but without selecting a useful destination first, he only made it three steps before colliding with the barn door and falling to the ground. Dazed, he blinked until the smirking face of his sister came into view. She was holding an unlit lantern in one hand and had the other outstretched to help him to his feet.

	“You know, for such a bright kid, you’re lousy at running away from home,” Layla said, pulling him up.

	“I wasn’t running away from home,” he defended, brushing himself off.

	“Then what are you doing out here?” She set the lantern down and sparked it to flame.

	“Nothing!”

	“Just felt like visiting the cows? Come on, Willy. What’ve you got?”

	He crossed his arms and huffed. “Fine, I’ll show you. But you can’t tell Mother and Father until I say, since I found it.”

	“That depends on if it’s juicy enough to be worth getting me out of bed,” she said, ruffling his hair.

	The pair slipped into the barn. William’s father was primarily a farmer, but to work the land properly he kept a pair of oxen for plowing and hauling. The family also had a horse and cart for taking the harvest to the market and the family to town when the need arose. Add to that their two cows, the coop of chickens beside the barn, and a few sheep they’d picked up the previous season and Layla had her hands full keeping the animals fed and healthy. She raised the lantern.

	“Easy everyone. We’re just visiting,” she cooed to the livestock when their arrival caused the inevitable stir. The animals had all gathered themselves at the far side of the barn for some reason, and her words did little to calm them. “Never seen them do that before,” she mused. “I wonder what’s gotten into them.”

	“Over here,” William said, digging into the hay beneath the trough. “Bring the light. And close the door.”

	Layla pushed the door shut and crouched down beside her brother as he revealed the treasure he’d unearthed earlier that day. Somehow it looked even more mysterious in the light of the lantern. The flickering flame caused shadows to dance across the designs on the surface, deepening the appearance of the etched lines. Twisting the box made shimmers run along the shapes and sigils, almost seeming to make them pulse with light.

	“Ooo,” Layla remarked. “That’s a fancy box. Where’d you find it?”

	“It was buried under that tree! What do you think is inside?”

	She shrugged. “Well it’s half-open, so probably dirt and bugs now.”

	“Well yeah, but what else? I’m going to try to get it the rest of the way open.” He took two of the trowels from their place on the barn wall and wedged them inside the opening the roots had made. He eagerly tugged and twisted them.

	“Look at you getting so excited. How come I never see you get so giddy on the farm?”

	“Because nothing interesting ever happens on the farm,” he grunted, fighting with the remarkably sturdy little box. “When was the last time anything on the farm was half as amazing as—” He gave one more yank. “—this!”

	The box popped open and both siblings leaned close, excited to see their discovery. As expected, a fair amount of soil had found its way inside, along with some withered and blackened bits of root, some dead beetles, and some shriveled worms. He brushed them away with a grimace until he’d cleared off a bundle of grimy fabric. The cloth was strange. It was finely woven, so much so that it was almost as smooth as silk. The surface glittered slightly in the light, even through the layer of dirt. The bundle was almost the same shape as the box, a rough rectangle with an irregular bulge, and there was a black ribbon securing it shut. He tugged at the ends like a child opening a long-awaited present and unwrapped the cloth. Layla’s eyes widened with anticipation…then her shoulders sagged when she saw the contents.

	“Congratulations, Willy. You found a book and a stick,” she said flatly.

	He didn’t reply. Unlike her, the sight of the book didn’t wipe away his enthusiasm; it set it aflame. He picked up the tome, a thin volume with a strange purple-black leather cover and bound with sinewy twine.

	“It’s a book, Layla. A book! I’ve never seen one this close before.”

	“Well sure, Willy, but what good is it going to do us? I can’t read and neither can you. I don’t even think Mom and Dad can. The stick is kind of pretty though.”

	She reached down and picked it up, turning it in the light of the lantern. It was some sort of silvery wood, as thick as her finger and perhaps a foot long. Like the box, it was covered with fine engravings, but these were far more intricate. It tapered slightly from one end to the other and was perfectly straight. Both ends were rounded.

	“I know I can’t read, but with a book, maybe I could learn,” he said. He flipped through the pages. They were covered with shapes far more complex and varied than he’d ever seen written anywhere else…not that he’d seen very much writing.

	“Dad will teach you everything you want to know about running a farm. What do you need to learn to read for?”

	“To learn everything else,” he said. “Hold the lantern closer.”

	Layla looked to the dwindling flame.

	“I guess it was low on oil. Come on. Maybe the moon will be enough.”

	He gathered the book and hid the cloth and the box while she snuffed out the lantern flame. The moon was low on the horizon. To get the best light, they made their way to the far side of the barn. While William pored hungrily over the pages, Layla continued to inspect the carved wood.

	“How do you figure they got the carvings so fine?” she asked. “They’re so intricate, I can’t even make out the smallest ones.”

	“I don’t know. Mom said they make fine jewelry in South Crescent. Maybe that’s where it’s from.”

	“That’s silly. Why would someone come all the way from across the sea with a carved stick, then bury it in a field?”

	“I thought you said I was the one who asked too many questions.”

	She shrugged. “It isn’t the first time I’ve picked up a bad habit. Oh, darn it!”

	“What is it?”

	“There’s a mole. Get out of here, you little pest,” she said, waggling the stick angrily. “If you ruin even one stalk of wheat I’ll—”

	There was a sharp crackle and a brilliant flash of violet light. William looked up from the book in time to see a glimmering bolt of black and purple lance through the air and strike the ground, narrowly missing the scurrying mole, and blackening the earth where it had been.

	Layla stood perfectly still, eyes as wide as saucers. The artifact was still in her hand, held in precisely the same position. After a few stunned seconds she held it out at arm’s length, then dropped it to the ground.

	“What did you do?” William yelped.

	“I don’t know! I thought about how I wanted to get rid of the little monster and then, zap!”

	The siblings looked at the stick. Its tip still glowed faintly, and the engravings had an undeniable shimmer to them now.

	“It’s a…it’s a magic wand. Willy, you found a magic wand!”

	For a moment they both kept a cautious distance. Then at the same instant, they dove for it.

	“Give it to me! I found it! You already had a turn!” William whined.

	“Oh no, Willy,” she said, planting a hand on his forehead to hold him at bay. “You picked the book, you stick with the book.” She snagged the wand. “Go get our boots. We’ll go out in the field. I want to see what sort of tricks this thing can do.”

	#

	After a clumsy fumble through the darkened house that made it clear his parents were harder to disturb than he’d ever imagined, William returned, and they went on their way toward the stump. Layla reasoned that since William was already digging there, anything that needed covering up could get a few scoops of loose soil over it, and no one would be the wiser. Considering how little interest she seemed to have in learning, Layla could be fiendishly clever when it came to getting away with things. As they walked, though, William became increasingly uneasy.

	“I don’t know, Layla,” he said, face uneasy. “The more I think about it, the more I feel like this is a bad idea.”

	“That’s why thinking is bad sometimes, Willy. Dad says if you want to start doing something, the best way to start doing it is to start doing it.”

	William considered the words for a moment. “Sometimes Father’s sayings don’t make much sense.”

	“Makes plenty of sense to me. Just play with your book.”

	“The moon’s behind clouds now. I can’t even see it.”

	“Hmm. Well, let’s try this.”

	She raised the wand and swirled it in the air. A thin streamer of blue-white light began to trail behind it. A few more twirls conjured a sort of wreath of light, more than enough to illuminate the page.

	“Wow. How did you do that?”

	“I just thought about doing it and it happened.”

	“I wonder if that means I can do the same thing with this.”

	He looked at the book’s unfamiliar symbols and imagined being able to read them. At first nothing happened. Then he felt something in his mind start to stir. First one at a time, then in whole lines, the shapes on the page changed. They didn’t look any different, but now a sequence of squiggles and runes seemed to have meaning. Each represented a word or a thought.

	“It’s working. It’s working! This says ‘The Ways and Workings of the First Wave Casting Wand.’”

	“And you said Dad’s sayings don’t make sense,” Layla said. She collected a few medium-sized stones and set them on top of the stump. “I’ll bet you I can hit these from over by the fence.”

	For a few minutes, Layla took crackling potshots at the stones while William flipped through the pages of the book, ravenously consuming the contents of each one.

	“This thing is hard to aim,” she remarked as a third blast in a row went lancing into sky. She squinted and lined the wand up carefully, then gave it a flick. A bolt of energy struck one of the stones, shattering it. “Ha! Those moles had better watch out now! Did you find anything good in there?”

	“I think this book is written to tell you all of the things the wand can do.” He glanced behind him. The spot along the fence that Layla had chosen to stand for target practice was a stone’s throw away from the region’s namesake spire. He eyed it in its place on the other side of the fence, then turned to her. “Let me try it for a second.”

	“In a bit. I’m just getting the hang of it.”

	“Come on, I’ll give it right back.”

	Reluctantly, Layla handed him the wand. He steadied the book in one hand and held the wand in the other. After a few moments of looking at the page he closed his eyes, then opened them again and waved the wand at the spire. There was no immediate effect.

	“What was supposed to happen?”

	“It says I should be able to ‘reveal all that needs to be known’ about the spire.”

	“Leave it to you to pick something boring. Give me the wand back, I—”

	The air around them shuddered, then the world seemed to vanish into darkness. In front of them, where the spire had been, there was only a long and irregular stone. Along the surface, the stone began to spark and flash, falling away in tiny chips. The chips fell faster and faster, eventually revealing the rough shape of the spire. As it became more detailed and refined, the world around it began to fade back into place, but it wasn’t the farm. It was a city, ancient and primitive. The chips falling away to give the spire ever-greater detail were now falling under the expert bite of an artisan’s chisel. The artist moved so swiftly that he was little more than a shimmering blur. Above them the sun streaked from day to night and back again with such velocity that there seemed to be perpetual twilight. In no time the spire stood in all of its freshly crafted glory. Next the whole world around them began to shift and slide, whisking by while the spire remained stationary. It was as though its position and angle were locked in place with respect to its observers. The work of art was slung with ropes, heaved onto a boat, then dangled from scaffolds and affixed atop a castle. For a few glorious moments William and Layla were drifting in the sky beside a magnificent tower while below them a city began to assemble itself. It should have been terrifying to be hanging in the air high over the ground, but the awe of the sight washed the fear away.

	“What is this place?” Layla asked breathlessly.

	“It looks like New Kenvard…only different. I think…I think it might be old Kenvard.”

	The flickering of day/night slowed until the scene was moving slowly enough for them to make out individual people going about their lives. In the distance, beyond the walls, a force of red-clad soldiers gathered. Arrows were launched, fires were started, and then the soldiers broke through the walls, washing over the city like a tide. When the soldiers receded, the city was in ruins. Without so much as a moment’s pause in respect for the fallen, the day/night returned to its blinding speed. Though they passed in seconds, what must have been years of time rolled by with few changes to the scene below. New buildings appeared, and a steady stream of soldiers flowed from them, but little else seemed to occur. Then the sun slowed once more, and in the distance a form in the sky revealed itself, a dragon with a woman on its back. It whisked through the city and darted into the doors at the base of the tower beneath them. A heartbeat later the dragon erupted from within, now with a strange looking creature as its second passenger. Next a blinding flash of blue light blotted out the landscape for an instant. The world twirled around them, and finally the spire came to rest in its current location. The scene flickered with day and night for a few moments more. A tree sprouted, grew, withered, and died. The farmhouse and the fence appeared. Finally the sun set one final time and the ghostly images of William and Layla themselves appeared, played with the wand, then stepped into their present positions.

	A full minute passed before either of the children could coax their minds into producing words. Layla was the first to speak, her eyes fixed in wonder upon the wand.

	“What else does the book say this can do...?”

	#

	The hours of the night seemed to sweep by as swiftly as they had in the visions the spell had shown them. One by one they worked their way through the pages of the book, testing spells that seemed interesting. Knowing what the shapes on the page meant, it turned out, wasn’t quite enough. Many of the spells contained words of which they had no clue of the meaning, or sequences of words they knew, but which didn’t make sense when put together. After a few spells, Layla began to understand that the wand wasn’t simply doing whatever she wanted it to do. It could do a variety of things and was selecting the one closest to what she had in mind. Some of the more abstract spells took a few tries to cast, but before long they had nearly reached the last page.

	“Try this one. It says it will ‘produce from raw material a temporary, simplified, dragon-type puppet under the caster’s permanent control,’ whatever that means,” William said.

	“A puppet? Why would there be a spell for making a puppet?” she wondered.

	“Maybe the wand was supposed to be used for entertainment. That’s what we’re using it for.”

	She shrugged and tried to conjure to mind a reasonable approximation of a “dragon-type puppet,” then flicked the wand. The bolt of magic sparkled toward the mound of earth William had created through days of digging. They waited a few seconds, but nothing seemed to happen.

	“That one was another fizzle. What’s left?” she asked.

	“Just one more,” he said. “It just says, ‘The most important of spells. The beginning, the entrance, the keyhole. A door large enough for four.’ What could that be?”

	“Only one way to find out.”

	“Are you sure we should? The sun’s almost up. We’ve been doing this all night.”

	“As long as we’ve already lost a whole night’s sleep, we might as well finish things,” she said.

	Layla pictured a keyhole in her mind, then waved the wand vaguely toward the stump. A slow wave of black wafted along in the path behind the wand’s motion. The wispy darkness drifted like a ribbon of gossamer caught in the wind, then began to coil in on itself above the stump. The wand shook lightly, then tugged itself from Layla’s fingers, floating forward until it hung in the air just below the coil of black. A filament of brilliant blue light burst from the tip, feeding the coil and causing it to tighten and swirl.

	“Oh. This might be a good one,” Layla said, crossing her arms and waiting for the spell to run its course.

	For a time the coil merely swirled with steadily increasing speed.

	“I wonder how long it will take,” William said.

	“Hopefully not too long. I don’t want it to still be going when Mom and Dad wake up.” At the sound of tumbling soil, she looked at William, then at the mound beside the hole. At first she gasped, but then a smirk came to her face. “Oh, look, the puppet spell did work.”

	Emerging from the pile of dirt was a creature that at a glance certainly seemed to be “dragon-type.” It didn’t look exactly like a dragon. For one thing, it was tiny, perhaps the size of a cat. For another thing, it looked almost like it had been chiseled from stone. Its long neck and tail had a segmented look to them, and except for the wings, the features were all very rough and crude, formed from a purple-black hide similar to the book’s cover. There were no eyes, only sockets that had an ember-orange glow to them. Its mouth was a jagged beak hanging slightly open. After stepping free of the now greatly reduced mound of soil, it stood motionless, staring at them.

	“Ugh. It’s an ugly little thing,” Layla remarked. She furrowed her brow. “Why does it seem familiar?”

	She turned to her brother, who was staring with eyes wide with fear.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“It’s a dragoyle,” he said with a frightened hush.

	She looked back at it, then back to her brother. “The monster things? The ones Dad always told scary stories about? Yeah, I suppose it does look a bit like one of them.”

	“Did you picture one when you cast the spell?”

	“Not even close. I pictured a dragon made of wood with strings on it. Why would the wand make a dragoyle?” Her mind churned for a moment, sifting through the stories that the dragoyle brought to mind. Then the answer struck her, and her eyes widened as much as her brother’s. “You don’t think...what if...what if that is a D’Karon wand?! The D’Karon were the wizards who made those things, right? Why would a wand make a dragoyle if it wasn’t one of theirs?”

	“The D’Karon are wizards who came here from another world...and we just cast a spell that said it was a door...” he said.

	She looked back to the wand. It was crackling with energy. “We need to stop the spell!”

	Layla rushed toward the wand and tried to reach for it, but a spark of energy leaped out from it and struck her hand, causing her to recoil in pain. William flipped madly through the book.

	“It says the only way to stop a spell is to cut off the source of power. We can’t just take the wand. We have to break it,” he said.

	“But I can’t even get close!”

	The swirl was getting larger now, almost as large as the stump, and there was a foul-smelling wind rushing out of it. Just at the edge of hearing was a mixture of chilling noises, like voices chanting in an unknowable language. Layla panicked, grabbing stones and hurling them at the wand. The fear coursing through her took any precision from her throws, and any stones that came close were zapped away by the wand.

	“Go get me more rocks!” she cried out.

	William scrambled to obey, spotting a decent one a short distance away, but before he could reach it, the little dragoyle sprang into action, clamping down on the rock with its mouth and dropping it at Layla’s feet.

	“Why did it do that?” she asked, her mind in no condition for any more puzzles.

	“It...it is a puppet. You control it.”

	“You’re right!” She turned to the monster. “Dragoyle, destroy the wand!”

	It snapped to the task, bounding toward the wand and shrugging off a blast. It clamped down on the artifact, heaving a breath of blackness while it shook and chomped. There was a hissing whine, almost like the wand was screaming in pain, and finally it fractured in a burst of light and fell to the stump. The instant it broke, the dragoyle fell lifeless, and the swirl began to slow. Layla wiped beading sweat from her forehead.

	“Okay, the wand is gone. What happens now?” she asked.

	He flipped to the end of the book, and his eyes traced over the page, the words now illuminated by the first rays of the rising sun.

	“I can’t understand the words anymore,” he said.

	“I guess that makes sense. All of the spells are going away. Did it just get colder?” she asked, pulling her nightshirt a little tighter.

	“Just windier, I think,” he said. He looked across the brightening field. The tufts of grass and remaining stalks from the harvest were beginning to bow under the force of the wind, but they weren’t moving in the sweeping wave that he was used to. They were bowing in a curve...and all directly toward the shrinking swirl. “Grab onto something! The wind is blowing toward that thing!”

	They sprinted toward the fence, but its widely spaced slats were already rattling dangerously in the wind. If the gale grew strong enough, it wouldn’t anchor them for very long. Crawling through it and fighting a rush of wind that threatened to drag them backward, they made their way to the spire and wrapped their arms around it. The wind intensified. Soil and earth were spiraling into the black swirl. It sucked up the book, shredding it to pieces as it did, and made short work of the dragoyle’s remains as well. The stump was shaking and straining at its weakened roots. Above it, the swirl was barely the size of the fist, but the air rushing into it howled deafeningly.

	With a crack like a whip, the stump pulled free, colliding with the ball of darkness and splintering into a galaxy of tiny fragments that disappeared inside. Now the mass of black was the size of a marble. And now it was the size of a pea. Now a pinpoint. The air shook with a resounding roll of thunder and burst of energy as the swirl finally vanished completely, taking the maelstrom with it just as swiftly as it had come.

	The children let a few long moments pass before they were willing to release their grip on the spire. When they did, they took some time to observe the scene of chaos revealed by the rising sun. The stump was gone, and a good deal of the earth beneath it had gone with it. A few slats had been ripped from the fence and hurled far into the field. Each of the siblings was plastered with dust and dirt, their hair and eyes wild. Their jangled nerves had not yet permitted anything as complex as speech or rational thought to fall into place by the time they heard their names echoing across the field. They looked toward the farmhouse and saw their father rushing in their direction, still in his nightclothes. Layla and William both hurried to him, hugging him tightly.

	“What is going on here? Your mother and I woke to a terrible sound and found your room empty.”

	“We—” William began.

	“We woke up early to...to finish the stump,” Layla said. She was always quick with a lie when the situation called for it. When the truth involved dark sorcery and nearly summoning an ancient evil, the situation certainly called for a lie.

	“You what?” their father asked. He looked around, spotting the scooped out pit of earth and the scraggly remnants of roots sticking out from its edges. “Good heavens. You certainly did a thorough job of it.” He looked around. “Where did you put it? And where did you put the soil?”

	“A man came by. He had an empty wagon. We convinced him to haul it away,” William offered, slowly picking up on his sister’s ideas.

	“If you were digging, where are the shovels?” their father asked, now legitimately confused.

	“We put them away,” Layla said.

	“Then why are you out here?”

	“We were trying to figure out how to fix the fence. It broke when we were loading the soil.”

	The confused farmer looked around at the shattered and scattered slats. “And the noise? What was that?”

	“There was a windstorm. It passed quickly, but it made a mess,” Layla said.

	He looked into the frazzled and anxious faces of each of his children. Their story didn’t make any sense, and he seemed reluctant to believe it, but in the absence of a better explanation it was enough.

	“We’ll discuss it later. Next time you plan something like this, tell your mother and I so we won’t be worried.”

	“I don’t think we’ll be doing something like this again, Dad,” Layla said.

	The trio set off back to the farmhouse. William glanced over his shoulder at the spire.

	“Father?” he said.

	“Yes, William?”

	“Since the stump is gone, can we go to New Kenvard like you said...after a nap.”

	“Perhaps.”

	“Do you think anyone there will be able to tell us about the history of the city?”

	“I imagine so.”

	“I’d like to hear about it.”

	“Yeah,” said Layla. “I think I would too.”
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