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      Year 762. Castle Range.

      

      He lay in the grass, listening to the crashing waves of Oceantic. They roared about him, a sound he was weary of hearing. He should have been grateful he had finally washed up on dry land, but dread sat heavy on his heart. There was a reason he had run through the portals all those years ago, and now he was right back where he had started with nothing to show for hundreds of years of work. His body healed itself as he rested, feeling the skin cover his shadow, hiding his true form. Straight, black hair fell to his shoulders, and his eye color changed from red to black. He was beautiful, and already he imagined the stars gathering to worship him once again. He kept his eyes closed, folding his hands across his naked chest as he waited.

      A cold shadow fell over his body, blocking out the warm rays from the sun. “So.” A voice laughed bitterly. “You have returned.”

      He opened his eyes. They stood over him. His brother and sister. He was too weak to challenge them, and his body was too broken to flee through the portals again, if they were still open. He much doubted it. He had tried to close the portals after he went through, leaving only remnants.

      “Can you speak?” his sister asked, prodding him with her scepter.

      He groaned in response as anxiety built inside him. He opened his mouth. No words came out. It would take time for his body to heal, and in time, his brother and sister would rip him apart.

      “I see,” she went on, her tone settling into a deadly calm. “You need time to heal. Time you will have. It is my turn to speak now and to make you aware of what you have done. You are selfish. You only think of yourself and your wishes. Don’t you realize we are in this together? You have shown the mortals our hand; you have displayed our weaknesses to them. What did you think you could do in the Western World? Think of the nothingness you accomplished. Because of you, the mortals know our shadows. It is your fault they know our powers. You have ruined us. It will take twice as long to deceive them into giving the world to us. A world you will have no place in. You have disgraced yourself. It is in my command now. No more poison. No more portals. No more transformed creatures. You are our prisoner. You are our slave. You will only do what we command for eternity. Understand?”

      Words did not come out. He saw his brother lift the black pitchfork. The same kind of pitchfork he'd designed for his Gims. The razor edges glinted in the sunlight. Birds sang in the breeze. Waves lapped on the shores. It seemed too calm, too peaceful. The sharp edges sliced through his healing body, and, unable to scream, he tumbled into darkness.
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      Year 924

      

      
        
        “When the terrorizer of the Black Steeds and White Steeds,

        Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

        When everyone has gone and hidden in the land down South,

        Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

        Conqueror of Evil.

        He will come when he is young.

        He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

        He will dissolve the Green Stone.

        Where he goes, the people will no longer live in hiding.

        They will come out and rejoice.

        For evil has receded, but not completely destroyed until the end of Time.”

        - “Song” - as told by

        Paleidir, Lady of the Green People,

        Daughter of King Islider, King of the Green People,

        Wife of Legone the Swift.

      

      

      

      The lady recited those words over the newborn baby she held and turned to his mother, Myran the Cron. “He is the one who will rise up, ‘Finder of the Jeweled Sword, Conqueror of Evil,’ he is the One,” she repeated with conviction.

      Myran looked down at her son. He was tiny with small wisps of black hair covering his head. He was all she had left to remind her of the Tider she had married. “Him? The Great Conqueror?” Myran shook her head, terrified.

      The lady nodded. “He is the One.”

      “He’s my only son; pick someone else. Not him!” cried Myran, snatching him out of the lady’s arms.

      “I don’t decide. The child is who he is,” the lady confirmed.

      Myran trembled as she shook her head, her bright green eyes shifting across the small hut towards the door, terrified the Black Steeds would show up and kill her son for being the One.

      “What is his name?” the lady inquired.

      Myran looked down at her son, and suddenly a proud joy shone out of her eyes. “Eliesmore.”

    

  


  
    Eliesmore
    
  




  
  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Eliesmore

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 929.

      

      Five-year-old Eliesmore stood on the ragged shore of the Jaded Sea. Small waves lapped at his feet, and a gentle sea breeze blew twigs and leaves out of his curly, black hair. His wide, green eyes mirrored the color of the sea: a bluish green color. Eliesmore’s small chest heaved up and down from the adrenaline of his impromptu adventure. He was curious although he knew his trip to the Jaded Sea was foolish. Mother would be angry with him because she was overprotective and cautious. He had not meant to leave. One minute he was sitting on the doorstep, watching the lazy, white clouds in the endless sky and the red birds flying overhead. The next moment, he looked up, and his mother was not watching him. She hummed a snatch of a song to herself as she kneaded bread, lost in thought. Knowing he shouldn't, Eliesmore stepped outside, glancing over his shoulder to see if she noticed.

      It was her fault he stood by the sea now because she was always telling him tales of old heroes and stories of their great feats and incredible adventures. She had mentioned the sea once. It was almost at their doorstep, and while he slept, it seemed as if he could hear the thundering waves rolling against the shore, calling him to visit and see their mighty power. Without his mother watching, he decided to take a glimpse. When a few steps did not bring her running to scoop him up in her arms and drag him inside, he darted off into the underbrush, determined to have an adventure of his own.

      It was spring. The land was sending up new green shoots, trees were blossoming with white and yellow, and the underbrush was as thick as ever, tenacious even, trying to hinder little Eliesmore’s progress. He fought on with an unwavering purpose because he could hear the sea. Half an hour later, he tumbled out of the underbrush and found himself at the edge of his known world. It did not take long for him to run, unobstructed, to the shoreline, and there lay the Jaded Sea before him, wild and beautiful, filling his young mind with thoughts and dreams. Life stretched out like the sea, wild and unknown, crashing waves challenging him to tame them. He watched as the waters splashed droplets on his thick eyelashes, and the scent of rain devoured his senses until everything mounted up to an undeniable excitement. There he was, free from the eyes of his cautious mother, allowed to do anything and everything he desired.

      Fear was alien to him as he took off, racing alongside the sea and shrieking with laughter as the green spray hit him, soaking his clothes and coaxing him into the cool waves. Soon he was barefoot, feet pounding the gritty mixture of dirt and sand. He laughed and danced until he was wholly exhausted. He collapsed in the grass, giggling with glee as he listened to the song of the sea. He grew drowsy as he listened. Just as his eyes were closing, dragging him into the land of sleep, he heard a splash. Every muscle in his body turned rigid as the warning from his mother pervaded his memory.

      They lived in hiding for a reason. There was a conflict between two great powers, which was why Eliesmore should never go out alone. He had to stay with his mother, under her watchful eye to prevent harm from coming to him. He had intentionally disobeyed her laws in search of an adventure, and because of his willfulness, the glory of the sea was going to betray him. He sat up, whimpering as he sought for the intruder, desperately wishing for the safety of walls and his mother’s arms.

      Instead, he saw a white object floating in the water. He stood on his tiptoes, squinting against the light reflecting off the waves as he struggled to see what it was. At first, it appeared to be a box sitting low in the water, and as it bobbed in the waves, Eliesmore wanted to know what was inside. He waded out into the sea, watching the waves bump the box towards him as if they were sending him a present.

      He waited for the box to come closer, but progress was slow. Taking a risk, he waded further into the water, heedless of danger. He kept going until the water was pushing at his chest. Any farther and the waves would drag him below to a watery grave. Eliesmore did not discern the consequences as he lunged for the box. He reached and missed it, splashing water into his face as he lost his footing. But the sea was giving, and with a final push, a small wave sent it into his arms. Eliesmore turned back for the shore, gleeful because of his prize, just as the current rolled towards the beach, sweeping waves over his head and dragging him down.

      He gasped for air, his legs kicking as his arms reached for solid ground. The sea rolled him over and spat him into the air. With his lungs on fire, he strained for one last breath and reached for land. His foot caught in weeds, and he tried to see through salt-stung eyes as the soggy ground turned solid and he kicked himself free. He crawled out of the green water onto the sand, still holding the box.

      Spasms wracked his body as he inhaled the clean air, heaving salt water onto the ground. He collapsed in misery, his clothes doused from the battle with the sea. Breath returned to his heaving body as he lay on his back, allowing the warm sun to dry his clothes into a waterlogged paste against his chilled skin. The bleached sand stuck to his face as he raised his head and reached for the box.

      It was heavier than he expected because the waves had been more than helpful, making the box appear light. He reached for the sealed cover to tear it open; only something caused him to pause. It seemed as if a cloud of darkness passed over him. Goosebumps rose on his arms, and his body quaked with chills. Eliesmore glanced behind to see who might be watching and found himself shaking. With the impulse and strength fear gave, he darted towards the thick underbrush, dragging his present with him.

      Pale, green shoots blurred before his eyes. Dark, brown twigs, still holding the morning dew or moisture from the sea, stained his clothes and tangled his curly hair. He felt as if something unseen was chasing him, although all he could hear was his heart beating loudly in his panic. It may have been only a perception; it may have been real, but there was something heinous in the air that didn’t want him to look inside the box. If he had been thinking clearly, Eliesmore would have let the box slip from his fingers and carried his frenzied run alone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Myran stood on the shore of the Jaded Sea, holding a pair of shoes. Her son Eliesmore had been here after all. She had been lost in thought, thinking of old times when she realized he was gone. Afterward, she had torn through the small house, even though there was no point. Then she remembered telling him the stories of the sea, heroes of old, and their grand adventures. The sea was the only logical place he would have gone. She had run out of the house, screaming his name, frightened of what he might meet. Were Black Steeds in the vicinity? Would they find him first?

      Myran wiped anxious tears away. She needed clear sight to find her son. If he were lost… she dared not let the terrible thought enter her mind. Her entire life, all she loved and held dear was snatched from her, even her husband, a Tider from the west. Eliesmore was all she had left. What if she lost him too? Panicked, she squeezed his shoes until the sea water started dripping out. Where was he? “Eliesmore!” she called again, running along the sea and searching its depths to see if it gave away anything.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Mama!” Eliesmore shouted, bursting into the hut. The door had been left open. All was quiet. His alarm started to dissolve, leaving only traces of fear. Tear stains streaked across his dirty face; scratches covered his bare arms and clothes from his headlong plunge through the underbrush.

      “Mama!” he cried again, dashing through the house. He searched under the bed and even climbed the ladder to the loft, dragging the box behind him as he searched. His lower lip stuck out and trembled. Where was his mother? Was she searching for him? Eliesmore paused, at a loss of what to do. He was exhausted and sorry he had even thought to run away and see the sea. His hands opened, dropping the box. Startled, he jumped because he had forgotten what he carried. Bending down, he ran his tiny hands over the covering of the box as a strong desire to discover what lay hidden inside overcame him. Swallowing his tears, he knelt down on the wood floor and, with some difficulty, pulled off the top.

      Multi-colored lights streamed out of the box as he opened it. His breath left him as he took in the sight of his gift. It was a sword with a long, naked blade, and beside it laid a sheath and a leather belt. But what made the sword magnificent and what made Eliesmore’s eyes widen in astonishment was its hilt. Jewels covered it: diamonds, sapphires, emeralds, and rubies. As Eliesmore reached out a hand to touch the gems, they dwarfed his hands. Eliesmore sat back on his heels, gazing at the sword that was almost as big as he was. He knew what it was; it was the legendary Jeweled Sword, known from the tales of Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his Companions.

      The sacred moment was broken as a voice in the distance shouted: “Eliesmore!”

      A hint of dread touched Eliesmore again, and in one swift motion, he shut the box and slid it under the bed. “Mama!” he shouted and ran towards the open door. The two of them met by the house, tears covering their faces. Eliesmore leaped and was in his mother’s arms. She held on to him tightly, as if she would never let go. “Oh Eliesmore,” she choked. “I thought I had lost you too.”

      Much later, as dusk was falling, Eliesmore lay in his mother’s arms as they rested on the bed. They were both dry-eyed, having stayed close throughout the remainder of the day. Eliesmore watched the shadows surrounding the house. One candle burned just enough to illuminate the table it sat on. He peered up at his mother, but her face hid in the shadows. She was quieter than usual; he could almost see the thoughts turning over in her mind. “Eliesmore,” she whispered. “Why did you go to the sea?”

      “I wanted to see it. I can hear it at night. It wanted me to go.” The words sounded rational to him.

      “Did you like what you saw?”

      “Yes, it was very nice.” He nodded.

      “Then why did you get scared?” The sight of her son in torn clothes and with a tear-streaked face had frightened her. At first, she thought someone or something had harmed him.

      “I couldn’t find you.” Eliesmore shrugged; the box and its contents were out of sight and out of mind.

      Myran sighed and stroked his dark head. “Eliesmore, next time, tell me. I would have taken you. Do not go to the sea again. You are too young, and this world is too dangerous.”

      “Yes, Mama,” Eliesmore whispered, accepting her rebuke.

      “Eliesmore.” Myran turned so she could study his face in the dark. “Would you like to go on an adventure?”

      “Yes.” He closed his eyes for this was always how she started out old tales of great deeds.

      “There is a house,” she began. “When I first saw it, the glory of spring was upon the land, and the flowers were blooming. It lay at the foot of a forest, far away from here and the sea, close to a hidden world of its own. There we can be safe from those who come across sea and land, and you will feel closer to the wild world and farther from the grasp of the dangerous sea. We will be free there, freer than we are here, cooped up on the edge of the world. Do you want to go there, Eliesmore?”

      “Yes.” He nodded, although his eyes were closing. A house at the edge of the forest sounded better than hiding.

      “Okay.” Myran's heartbeat slowed in relief. “We will go in the morning.”

      As Eliesmore fell asleep in her arms, she hoped the home her late husband had built for her would still be there. She had not been there in over five years, and there was small hope that the hut would still be standing unoccupied. But she had to get Eliesmore away from the sea. There was no knowing who had seen him or how long he was out there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliesmore jolted awake. His mother bustled around the hut, packing. He sat up, disoriented, with his heart pounding furiously. What was the dream? It had frightened him. Then he remembered the sword he had hidden under the bed. They were moving, and he did not know what to do. Blinking against the sunlight coming through the open door, he glanced at his mother before eyeing his hiding spot. Stealthily he rose and dropped to all fours, wiggling under the bed. The box was still there, gathering dust from the night. An idea struck him. He pulled the quilt off the bed, wrapped the box in it, crawled out from under the bed, and announced, “I’ll carry the blankets.”

      Myran smiled fondly at him. “Come get some food. We have a long journey today.”

      “Will we be there tonight?” Eliesmore asked in excitement as he settled down to eat.

      “No.” Myran sat down across from him, ruffling his curls. “I do not know how long it will take.”

      The supposed short trip to their new home took a while. The blanket and the sword turned out to be quite cumbersome, and Eliesmore dragged them behind him day after day. Myran carried everything else and rarely slept as she led the way, only hoping she was going in the right direction. The world seemed dark indeed and unusually silent. It was rare they saw animals in the open, although they heard them. The night was a time of horror. Eliesmore suffered nightmares, and his mother held him as he slept, barely sleeping herself. The day they arrived at their new home, they felt like shadows of themselves; they were hungry, sore, and sleep-deprived. The house was waiting for them, with a single elm tree growing up the side of it. If Eliesmore thought to look, he would have seen tears in his mother’s eyes, but he was lost in relief at arriving at their destination. So their brief adventure began and so it ended. That night it rained fit to drown the world, and Eliesmore slept alone in his new room.

      Eliesmore woke early the next day and, taking the box with him, crept downstairs. He opened the door and saw the water glistening around him, creating a world of mirrors. He slipped outside and looked towards the forest. Although it was dark and thick, it did not frighten him. He walked towards it, thinking to hide his sword there. As the sun rose and began to burn the fog away, he found himself at the top of the hill. Looking down, he could see the hut where his mother slept, making up for lost nights of sleep.

      He pushed on for the trees. When he finally reached the foot of the forest, he found a stick and began to dig. The ground was soft and gave way, crumbling beneath his small hands. It was no trouble to push the box into a hole and cover it up, although it took him almost two hours before the task was done. Satisfied with his handiwork, Eliesmore stood up and took his dirty hands, clothes, and shoes back home with a lighter heart.
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      Year 937

      

      Eliesmore jerked and sat up. It was close to midnight, and the moonlight was shining into his room. He got out of bed and went to the window. The leaves of the elm tree glistened in the silvery luminescence, and he felt a call.

      Myran and Eliesmore had been there for eight years. Eliesmore was thirteen now and not more than five feet tall. His wavy, black hair grew halfway down his neck in the back, tickled his ears, and danced on his forehead. His large, green eyes took in everything. He was naturally curious, however his mother’s overprotectiveness often frustrated him.

      Now he stood at the window, hearing a faint call in his heart. It was inviting yet persistent. Quietly as he could, Eliesmore pulled opened the window, cringing as a hinge squeaked. The warm night air imbued the room while the soft wind tugged at him like fingers. Who was calling him and why? How did they know how to reach his very heartstrings? Should he go into the night and find out? If he asked his mother, she would say no, but this was his adventure, wasn’t it?

      Eliesmore sat on the windowsill, watching the branches of the elm tree reach for him through the window. Thick ivy circled the tree, its vines twining around the hut. The longer he sat, the more confident he became. The call could not be ignored. He had to go. Forgetting caution, he reached for the ivy and swung his way down the elm tree. Right before he reached the bottom, he flung himself into the air, limbs flailing for a few seconds before he landed. He crouched on all fours in the grass. A broad grin split his face as he caught his breath, stood, and turned towards the forest. Animals were assembling on the hill, their various shapes creating a trail for Eliesmore to follow as they lumbered into the wood. Delighted to be free of his room and knowing he was meant to follow them, he took off running. His feet were bare, and his white shirt flapped behind him. Anticipation built in his chest until his cheeks hurt from grinning.

      The grass was springy under his feet, and the moonlight lit his way. By the time he reached the top of the hill, the animals were already gone, although he could see the last ones scampering into the forest. Eliesmore paused to catch his breath and then, at a much slower pace, started after them. He did not even hesitate as he crossed the boundaries of his home, the Land of Lock called Locherenixzes, and slipped into Shimla, home of the immortals, the Iaen, more commonly known as the Idrains.

      It was summer, and even though the trees and underbrush were in full growth, the forest was not as dense as he expected. Dark green appeared like velvet in the light, and Eliesmore felt something old and enchanting as he stole into the hidden world. Ahead of him, he saw a group of beasts, following a secret path to their destination. In his rush to keep up, he stepped on a twig. A sharp snap rang out behind him, and he spun around before he understood it was his footfalls making the noise. He rushed forward again, tripping on tangled brambles. The racket echoed harmlessly through the wood while slivers of moonlight teased his progress. He found himself sliding on grass and leaves, reaching for ivy and vines to help keep his balance as he continued. After a time, he found he could scarcely see the animals ahead nor hear them anymore. Alone in the shadowed forest, he felt as if he were making the din of a hundred people. No longer was the impatient call firm in his heart, but there was no way back from the impossible maze of the wood.

      Eventually, he began to hear something. It sounded like soft thumps in the ground as if someone or a large number of someones were stomping in a rhythm. It grew louder as he continued, and just when he thought he would burst from curiosity, he came into an opening. A pure white radiance beamed down, displaying the antics in the clearing. A fire glowed in the center, surrounded by smooth round stones that were double stacked upon each other. The fire flicked in glee, daring to compete with the light of the moon. Around the circle of fire, a group was beginning to gather. White horses pranced in place with their gray-colored foals—for they had not chosen a side on the Black or White Steeds. Their choice would determine their color. Short-horned goats and round, fluffy sheep were there, mingling with tawny brown lions, giant striped tigers, and light-footed deer. Rabbits and hares leaped underfoot while white panthers and wolves chased them in playfulness. Squirrels chattered in the trees, tossing nuts to each other while mice scurried to and from the fire, sniffing and flinging more twigs into the flame.

      Eliesmore spun in a slow circle, wide-eyed as he counted the various species of animals gathered in peace and harmony. Chip-toothed woodchucks and fat rats brought chirping chipmunks and prickly porcupines with them. The red foxes slunk out of their holes bringing weasels, opossums, raccoons, bobcats, and gophers. They kept gyrating as they circled the fire. After a moment, Eliesmore understood they were dancing. His mouth hung open in surprise, and his eyes grew round when he saw the next creatures dancing out of the wood: Iaens.

      First came the pale Green People, bringing with them the Idrains, the night creatures. There were the Myidraids, Idrains only a foot tall with long red hair, big gray eyes, and wings under their arms. Above them floated the Nigidrains, even though they were only five inches tall they were pronounced the ruling Idrains. They were known for creating beauty whenever they went, turning caves in the forest into glorious kingdoms. Upon their fair heads, each one wore a golden crown and carried a specter, sparkling with light. Their clothes rippled in the glow, shining as if carved from jewels. The Shimidrains followed in their wake. They were often mistaken for large butterflies. Most of them had wavy, black hair and were quite fair and slender. They ranged in sizes; some were large while others were small. Their majestic wings caught and reflected the light of the moon and the flickering fire, scattering prisms of light across the clearing. They landed on trees, animals, and Green People, briefly fluttering before flying to another perch.

      The fire roared, casting its flames above the tallest creatures, and the beat of the drums took on a frantic rhythm. Eliesmore felt the thump in his blood. His feet moved, and the sky began to rain. It was an unusual sort of rain because Rainidrains burst out of the droplets and fluttered down on the revelry. Each had at least two pairs of transparent wings on their backs that flapped continuously like hummingbirds’ wings. As they flew, an enormous flock of birds descended and began to sing, their voices blending in with the drums. There were sparrows, robins, chickadees, woodpeckers, cardinals, mockingbirds, thrushes, bluebirds, martins, hummingbirds, terns, orioles, mynas, nightingales, warblers, and many others. Eliesmore could not begin to describe their bright and delicate colors. They flew here and there, landing in the trees and on the ground, spreading their wings, and lifting their voices above all others.

      As if the dance was not grand enough, Eliesmore was fascinated when he saw more Idrains slip out of the shadows of the trees and join the circle. There were the Falidrains with golden hair, ranging between four and five feet tall. They were slender, quick, and light of foot, which made them appear smaller than they were. Last of all, the Jesnidrains came out dressed in forest green. Their dark coloring allowed them to blend into the shadows, and their bright eyes glowed yellow. They moved without a sound, sometimes floating in the air for no reason at all. Once they joined, the dance seemed to be complete.

      The Iaens and animals of the wood gathered around the fire, forming circles. Each row twined and mingled with the others. The fire continued to grow brighter until it seemed it was the only light of the wood. The music increased as Idrains, perched high in trees, brought out their instruments and began to play.

      Eliesmore slipped into the dancing circles, his feet pounding the ground, and his heart lifting in anticipation. The fire cast a rich golden gleam about the glade, and one by one, the dancers reached out to each other, joining hands. They lifted up their voices and began to sing, and even the trees and their leaves swayed in jubilee.

      A creature passed him a jar of liquid gold. Eliesmore drank the warm, sweet nectar, feeling it leap inside his belly. His eyes glazed over in pleasure, and he felt himself writhe and curl as he moved in rhythm to the dance. A Falidrain, her face as pure and cold as marble, wrapped her arms around him, laughing with glee as she twirled him to another partner. A Jesnidrain, more nude than clothed, stretched her wings, gyrating through the glade. Creatures lifted their arms in the air and bowed to invisible deities as they danced.

      Around they went, swinging their legs and with their arms lifted up. Together they were one, joining a celebration as they danced the night away. The warmth from the fire did not deter them, and the coolness of the wind did not chill them. Eliesmore had not known such splendid events could happen and did happen right outside his window. The song continued, the musical voices blending and harmonizing with a chorus of “sing and dance” shouted out every few stanzas or so. They sang of the forest and the Green Havens, they praised the beauty of the South World and the land of Shimla, they spoke of the stars and the moon, and the nightly gatherings to dance. They even sang of the One who would save the world, honoring and welcoming his future coming. Eliesmore had never heard of “Song”, he was not sure what the words meant, but the lack of knowledge did not hinder his dancing.

      Eliesmore found himself laughing and shouting out “sing and dance” with the creatures while he kicked his legs and threw his hands in the air. He was dragged around one circle and spun to another one, until the fire’s brazen warmth made him sweat. At one point, he threw back his head and glimpsed the twinkling stars. For a moment, he imagined they were singing and dancing along with him. His heart was full. His head was drunk from the intoxicating music, the unending dance, the blur of the fire, the sweet liquid, the song of the birds, and the Idrains flying across the glade.

      After a while, Eliesmore dropped out of the dance because he was not used to such rigorous activity. Out of breath and enticed by all the magnificent sights, he stumbled over to a tree and collapsed beneath its broad boughs. The tree swayed with the music. When he looked up, Eliesmore could see Idrains and small woodland animals dancing together on its branches. Musicians sat tucked into corners of tree branches, plucking breathtaking melodies out of stringed instruments. Eliesmore could not get enough. Vibrant colors continued to whirl around the fire: bright blues, deep purples, and bold reds. Eliesmore felt like he was in a dream. How could this possibly be real?

      Hours passed as the dancing continued. Creatures twirled by, some stopping to hand him round nuts, plump berries, bitter cheeses, and more of the magical elixir. Slowly and surely, the dancers grew less energized, and animals started fading and dragging their weary bodies home. The music softened as instruments dropped out a few at a time. Now there was no more singing, and the birds took flight. Little by little, the creatures of the wood snuck away, heading towards mysterious places in the forest. Eliesmore found himself yawning and decided he should go home before dawn and before his mother found he was gone.

      As he stood to leave, he paused and looked back at the glade before plunging into the forest. It all seemed like a marvelous dream. He took it all in so he could preserve the memory for as long as possible. The melody stayed in his heart as he headed home. By some instinct he knew his way, and he half-danced and half-walked, his bare feet hardly making a sound on the forest floor. He could not stop thinking of the beautiful Iaens and the talking animals. He wondered if the dance was every night and whether they would invite him again because he wished to go back.

      By the time he came out of the woods, hints of dawn were beginning to show. Back in the unmagical Land of Lock, Eliesmore hurried home, humming the entire way. He climbed the ivy and elm tree back up to his room, shut the window, and instantly fell into a deep sleep. He dreamed about dancing with the creatures of the wood, and in his dreams, he heard the most beautiful music; the odd song, the contagious joy, and oneness of all who were involved.

      It seemed only minutes instead of a few hours later when his mother shook him awake. Eliesmore blinked as daylight invaded his room. “I almost didn’t want to wake you,” Myran said, “you were sleeping so hard.”

      Eliesmore sat up and stretched, smiling at his mother, delight from the previous night bubbling over.

      “Eliesmore.” Myran sighed and tugged at his shirt. “How many times have I told you not to sleep in your clothes?”

      “I’m sorry. I forgot again,” Eliesmore apologized, looking down at his crinkled shirt.

      Myran reached out, brushing at the creases with her hand. As she did so, a green leaf fell and fluttered to the floor. Myran picked it up and looked at her son. “You smell like the forest, Eliesmore.”

      “I had a dream about it,” he offered, wondering if it had been real.

      “I wonder if you are doing what you dream,” Myran said more to herself. She got up to fix the first meal, keeping the leaf with her.

      The day passed. Eliesmore spent time helping his mother with the chores: cooking, planting, and gathering wood and water from the nearby river. Sometimes he caught his mother staring at him. Eliesmore considered his future. What would life hold for him? Would he always have to live with his mother in the lonely hut? Would he get to go on a great quest like the Heroes of Old?

      Eliesmore went to sleep that night with thoughts of grand adventures. He had not been asleep long when the call woke him up. Leaping up, he threw open the window, a grin splitting his face as he shimmied down the elm tree and raced towards the hill. After that, each night he went out to dance with the creatures of the wood. If his mother suspected, she never said a word.
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      One evening, when Eliesmore was fifteen and finally taller than five feet, the Iaen called him early. He bolted straight up in bed, curious, for he hadn’t had time to fall asleep. Typically the invitation came closer to midnight after he’d spent some time in the land of dreams. But he did not mind the early call because he dearly loved his nights out with the creatures of the wood. Getting up, he opened the window and swung down the elm tree as he did every night. The hill was barren, for he knew the way, and no animals gathered to lead him to the glade. The short journey through the forest did not seem to take as long as it once did. He wound his way through tree and leaf, eagerly anticipating another intoxicating night celebrating with the creatures of the wood. As he drew closer to the dancing circle, he saw a few birds flying overhead, hastening to the gathering. The underbrush rustled as talking animals snuck in, their numbers greatly diminished. Before Eliesmore could wonder about it, a Nigidrain floated in front of his face. Eliesmore halted. All five inches of the beautiful female flickered in front of him. She had long light hair the color of moonlight with a golden crown on her head. She waved a silver scepter in her hand while the crystal jewels of her dress reflected the lights of the night.

      “What is happening?” Eliesmore gestured towards the glade.

      The Nigidrain smiled as she floated in front of him. “Tonight you are coming with me to learn of the White and Black Steeds, talking animals, and Iaen, young one.”

      “Oh. I am called Eliesmore,” he corrected her. “What’s your name?”

      The Nigidrain giggled as if his question were stupid. “We don’t tell mortals our names, but since you have danced with us for two years, I dare say you might as well be counted as one of us. I am Irnidrathe.”

      Eliesmore smiled at the compliment. “Are we going to the dance now?”

      “No.” Irnidrathe’s jewels clinked together as she shook her head. “Every few years we hold a council and tonight there is one. The more important Iaen must gather and discuss what goes on in this world, and the creatures of the wood come together to listen and offer input.”

      “Oh. How is the world?”

      "What do you know of the world?"

      "Very little," Eliesmore admitted. "Tell me what you know."

      "Come with me young Eliesmore; I will share with you as we walk to my home.” Irnidrathe started flying away, and Eliesmore followed her. “First, there is something I have to tell you.”

      “What is it?” he replied, slightly out of breath as he attempted to keep up.

      “Tomorrow is your last night.”

      “Last night? What do you mean?”

      “To come out and to dance with us. At least the last night for a long time.”

      Eliesmore froze and stared at Irnidrathe in horror. “Not come?” he cried despairingly. “I have to come. This is the only excitement in my life. You can’t take this away from me!”

      “Eliesmore, it is at an end,” she responded firmly. “We were told to call you, and now we were told to stop. But one day you will come again, we just do not know when.”

      “But why?”

      “You will know. When you come again. I cannot explain all.”

      “I know the way,” Eliesmore retorted, “I can just come anyway.”

      “Oh, you won’t. Do you think the forest is always like this? You know the way because we opened the path up to you. Try our patience, and you will be blind to the paths of the forest.”

      “Then what will I do? I have nothing to live for and no adventure,” Eliesmore complained.

      “What did you do the previous thirteen years, before we ever called you? You were fine then, weren’t you? Even though we have spoiled you with our presence, you will get your adventure. It will probably be more than you want.”

      “But I want things to happen now and not wait for some time in the future!” Eliesmore complained.

      “Eliesmore!” Irnidrathe turned and pointed her scepter at him, growing angry. “Stop complaining! Do you realize we have our problems here? We don’t have to deal with the fact we are safe and secure and may never have an adventure because it surrounds us! There are much bigger problems in the world.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eliesmore replied, a bit taken aback. “I did not think. I thought everything was perfect because you sing and dance every night, and you are surrounded by beauty.”

      “No. We live in hiding. The Black Steeds are destroying our kind. The few hours we steal at night to sing and dance are an escape, a way of continuing to hope even though all seems dark.”

      “I’m sorry.” Eliesmore hung his head, much subdued.

      “But come.” Irnidrathe sighed, flying ahead. “You do not know much of this world. Ask of me and I will share what knowledge I have.”

      As she finished speaking, Eliesmore looked up and saw they had arrived at the entrance of a green, mossy cave. Trees grew on either side like guards while bushes and ivy twisted around the entrance like gates, creating an enchanting opening. Nigidrains flew in and out, their glowing scepters lighting up the night. Eliesmore could hear the trickling of water in the distance, and he was amazed at the sights he took in. As he walked inside, the smooth floor cooled his bare toes. Above, Eliesmore saw gems sparkling in the high ceiling and shining in the various passages, which wound up and down and far away. Irnidrathe pointed to one passage. “Down there live the Green People.” She pointed to another. “We store our jewels there.” And another. “The crystal streams flow there.” And another. “Our jeweled halls lie down there.”

      Eliesmore stared at the vast halls and gemstones, and suddenly he had a flashback. A faint memory tugged at his mind, something he had dismissed years ago. He thought of the white box, the sea, and the jewels sparkling under his small hands.

      “Eliesmore, what is it?” Irnidrathe asked, looking at his blank expression.

      “Jewels,” Eliesmore whispered.

      “Come, we will go there.” She fluttered for a minute in front of Eliesmore’s face, bringing him sharply back to the present before floating down one passage.

      Eliesmore hastened to follow as they walked down the jewel-lit halls, the twinkling lights seemingly too ethereal to be tangible. The vast hall of treasure revealed mounds of sparkling gems and Nigidrains flying in and out; they were blurs of white against the shimmering colors. Eliesmore gazed in astonishment as he circled the room, too awed to even touch a jewel. He had not seen the world, but he had heard of its unfathomable beauties. The colors of the stones melded together, giving the appearance of being as clear as crystal. When Eliesmore moved closer, he could see the heart of each gem had its own color: pale green, bright pink, blood orange, molten yellow, or rose red. If he stared too long, the colors would shift and change under his eyes, turning paler and brighter in turn, as if each jewel breathed. They came in all sizes. Some were as big as his fist; others were like dust in the wind, floating off to join the lights of the Nigidrains and sticking to their clothing. They had voices; he was certain of it, except how could they? They were only jewels.

      Finally, after gazing at the gems for as long as possible, Eliesmore slumped against the smooth cave wall and glanced around for his guide. “Irnidrathe, where did all these come from?”

      Irnidrathe flew to a stop, perching on a pile of jewels at Eliesmore’s eye level. She laid her scepter in her lap and rested her hands on it. “They were mined for us. Long ago, before the moles turned to evil. They were great miners and found many mysteries and treasures underground, which they gave to us.”

      “They turned evil?” Eliesmore asked in surprise.

      Irnidrathe narrowed her eyes as she looked at Eliesmore, measuring how much to say. “Not all creatures are White Steeds,” she began. "Let me explain. These are dark days here in the South World. Everyone, Black Steeds and White Steeds alike, live in fear, and most are hiding.

      “Over a hundred years ago, one called Magdela the Monrage ruled the South World, causing an uproar of death, destruction, pain, and, ultimately, fear. When she was sentenced, the Black Steeds remained in control, building a firm rule under the foundation she left them. Now there are the Dark Three; they keep the South World under their rule. Anyone who shows the appearance of resisting is tortured and slain, along with everyone they hold dear."

      "Why are they called Black Steeds and White Steeds?" Eliesmore interrupted.

      "The name Black Steeds and White Steeds came after the horses. The South World is filled with talking animals, as you know. There are the four main people groups: Crons, Tiders, Ezincks, and Trazames. The Ezincks are rarely seen, and the Trazames have not done well under the oppression of the Black Steeds. There are also the creatures of the wood, my kind, the Idrains. We are called so because the last syllable of our kind ends in 'idrain'--except the Myidraids--Wodnidrains, Nigidrains, Shimidrains, Rainidrains, Falidrains, and Jesnidrains. When we include the Green People, we are referred to as the Iaen. The black and white horses were the first one to choose a side. Afterward, everyone else followed suit, without changing the name. The Black Steeds are those who side with Magdela the Monrage and practice the Great-Black-Evil, also known as dark power. The White Steeds want to restore freedom and peace to the South World; we believe in fairness, law, and the balance of power. Due to the influence of Magdela the Monrage and the Dark Three, the Black Steeds have gained strength. The White Steeds can no longer resist. We spend our lives in hiding, giving up all hope of salvation. The decline of the White Steeds is on the rise, even worse than in past years. The Watchers are searching for the One to save us, yet he never comes." Irnidrathe's shoulders slumped.

      "I did not know all of this." Eliesmore frowned; the world sounded quite dark. “But are not all Iaens White Steeds?”

      "No, Eliesmore." Irnidrathe shook her head. "Those who come and dance with us nightly are White Steeds, and for the most part, we, Idrains, are White Steeds. However, some creatures of the wood make a choice to join the Black Steeds.

      “For instance, the Monrage, although there has only been one, was a half-Green Person. She practiced the Great-Black-Evil. Wodnidrains are also Idrains; however, they are filled with malice against the people groups. The moles I just told you about, mined from the Holesmoles, until the voles persuaded them to side with the Black Steeds. Now the Holesmoles are dark and dangerous, full of twisted passages where many a mole fights and nobody who goes in ever comes out again. There are the black foxes who are shape shifters; sometimes shedding their red coats to turn black. The coyotes hate the white wolves, the skunks spray their horrible perfume at us, and the wolverines are not on our side either.”

      “How can you tell the difference?” Eliesmore's eyebrows knitted together.

      “You see, one can tell White and Black Steeds apart by their auras. White Steeds typically have a bright glimmer about them. Even with the animals, their coats and feathers are usually lighter and brighter in color. For instance, the white horses, white wolves, and white panthers have brighter colors. Even the woodland creatures have lighter brown fur, and some have streaks of white. The Black Steeds are darker in color, yet some White Steeds never shed their dark coats. One should never judge based on color alone, which is why words and deeds are more important. If you can, always look for the glimmer of their aura. There is also the show of power the Black and White Steeds display. The Black Steeds derive their abilities from the Changers and draw mysterious power from their dark deeds. Most of the power among White Steeds is hidden with the immortals. With the aggression of the Black Steeds, I fear even the most powerful ones of us will continue to live in hiding. This is why ‘Song’ needs to come true.” Irnidrathe sighed.

      Eliesmore thought of asking her what “Song” was, but she seemed lost in contemplation. “Eliesmore.” Irnidrathe turned back to him. “You have not decided. What are you? A White or Black Steed?”

      Surprised, Eliesmore stuttered out: “I want to be a White Steed because you are and my mother is…I think...”

      Irnidrathe looked at him sharply. “Maybe one day you will choose for the right reason: for yourself instead of for others. Once you have decided, your quest to help others will begin.”

      Eliesmore said nothing.

      Irnidrathe tumbled out of her sitting position and floated up. “Come, Eliesmore, young one. Let me show you the crystal stream.”

      Eliesmore cast a last glance at the gems, reluctant to tear his eyes away, although they overwhelmed him. Sighing as they winked at him, he followed Irnidrathe down another passageway. The trickling water he had heard earlier grew louder as they entered a darker cavern. It was close to the end of the cave, and if he looked carefully, he could slip out of it entirely through a back entrance. The gray stone was slippery and wet, and green moss collected in the rocks. Water trickled from the ceiling, dripping onto rocks and rolling with a fluid movement into a stream. Although the water seemed to stand relatively still, it flowed out of the cave, turning into an underground current.

      “This is the crystallized stream, which flows into some of the lands of the Green People,” Irnidrathe explained. "They are far-seeing, and sometimes, looking in, we catch a glimpse of what might happen in the future.”

      Eliesmore walked towards the waters. “How did this come to be here?”

      “If you notice, every night it rains and the Rainidrains come down in the moisture. Most of the time the rain gathers here and drips into this stream. Now look and see what your future reveals.”

      Eliesmore knelt and leaned over the water, gasping in surprise when he found his reflection staring back at him. He gazed for a few moments, waiting for something to happen while the crystal stream took its time. He looked until he was no longer looking at himself and the water seemed to transform. He was older. Solemn. In one hand, he held up a sword, the Jeweled Sword he’d found ten years ago. Eliesmore leaped back from the water, a hand clapped to his chest and his mouth open. “What does it mean?” he asked Irnidrathe.

      She was quiet.

      As he looked again he thought he saw blue eyes watching him. Then a voice came out of nowhere, fading into the sound of the water. “Beware. Do not let your strong will overrule and destroy the future meant for you.”

      Frightened, Eliesmore could only stand frozen as he watched the scene fade, the eyes giving him a last warning look until only the clear water was left. Aghast, he turned to Irnidrathe. “Did you hear? Did you see?” he demanded.

      Irnidrathe jumped off a ledge of the wall where she had been standing, waiting. “What you saw and what you heard is for you to know and you alone. It should encourage you; there is the promise of a future.”

      Eliesmore stood mutely, letting her words sink in. He did not like the strange ways of the Iaen. “What do you know about my future?” he asked, his guard up.

      Irnidrathe cocked her head, considering before she answered. “I do not know your future, others may. I know as much about your future as you know about mine. Come, Eliesmore, young one, do not distrust.”

      Eliesmore sighed. “I do not like it when others know more about me than I know about myself.”

      “Eliesmore, you will learn. You will know soon; now is not the time. Come, we will go back outside and away from mysteries you do not understand. I will tell you about the time I was invited to dance in the realm of the shining stars.”

      “You were!” Eliesmore exclaimed as they wandered out of the mysterious passage of the cave.

      “It was decades ago before the South World turned dark, and the stars invited me into their realm. Come now, for it is an outside story.” As they reached the entrance of the cave, Irnidrathe pointed up to where there was an opening in the treetops. “See them? The circle of stars?” Her face glowed.

      Eliesmore followed her gaze upward. Each time he danced with the Iaen, he thought he saw the stars spinning. Now he knew for sure.

      “One night, I was late in coming to the dance and stayed along the edge of the glade when a star fell beside me. Its enormity dwarfed me, but all the same, it invited me to come up and dance with them. It placed me among its glorious locks, and with a leap, we went up to the realm of the shining stars. Did you know there are star people as well and other creatures? I do not remember all of it; only there was more freedom and space. I felt light and delighted. We invited the moon; it said another time, and all night long we danced. Even as far away from this world as we were, it seemed we could still hear the music as if we were merely a few feet above the creatures of the wood dancing.” The glory faded out of Irnidrathe’s face. “Those events took place over a hundred years ago. Did you know Eliesmore, the animals never used to come dance with us? Until one day we were visited by Idrains from the Eastern World. They said they always invited the animals. Now we have invited you. I think the time of the separation between mortals and immortals is ending.”

      “I wish I could stay.” Eliesmore's shoulders slumped as he hoped an invitation would be extended.

      In response, Irnidrathe flitted to his shoulder and stood upon it, her breath tickling his ear. “Don’t give up; you will come again. Look, it grows late. Midnight has passed. Go home and sleep Eliesmore. Come out and dance with us tomorrow.”

      “Until tomorrow then,” Eliesmore said as he started walking through the forest.

      The Nigidrain flew with him, her jewels twinkling, bringing a smile to his face. He traced his final steps through the woods on his way home.

      The next night was one Eliesmore put in his memory to keep him going until the Iaen called for him again. He woke before midnight, the call rich in his heart, and swung down the ivy, clinging to the thick elm tree for the last time. He ran the entire way on light feet until he saw the fire, the animals, and creatures gathering. He threw his heart into the celebration of life, remembering the shining lights, the music, the swaying trees, the animals, the Idrains and their strange ways, the pleasant smells, and the cool air of the forest. The faint light of dawn was already showing through the leaves when Eliesmore headed home, his head full of the forest.

      The following night he slept soundly, only waking at sunrise. He opened his eyes, disappointed at missing a night out with the creatures of the wood. He had hoped he would wake up so he could go, but no, they were right, it seemed his dancing days were over. When Myran came to wake him, she looked confused. “You don’t smell like the forest anymore.”

      “I don’t dream about it anymore,” Eliesmore replied miserably.
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      She ran through the forest, leaving the sacred safety net the Iaens had cast around their land. Dressed in green, she moved in and out of evergreen shadows, trusting she wouldn’t be caught and hoping she would not be stopped and questioned. Thoughts and fears whirled through her mind. She was unsure if leaving was wise given the perilous condition of the wild lands beyond the forest. She was traveling to the fortress by the eastern sea, a two-week journey of running for her life through open spaces. Her powers would keep her safe, yet questions plagued her mind.  Would the mortals welcome her? Would they listen to her wisdom once she arrived?

      A noise startled her from her thoughts, and she pressed herself against a broad tree trunk, waiting for the challenge to pass. She, an Iaen, was an expert at moving silently through the forest. But weren't they all? The noise had stopped, and although she pricked her large, sharp ears to listen, she had yet to hear the quiet pant of breath. She tried to calm herself as she moved forward, agitation made her pale green aura glow, a dead giveaway of her position, even in the dim light of the forest canopy. She danced from shadow to shadow, mindful of the sharp twigs and branches jutting out. She had grown up there, such trifles did not bother her.

      Two hands slammed into her shoulders, pinning her against a tree trunk. Her head jerked back, staring into her eyes was the flushed face of another female. The two Iaens stood face-to-face in a standoff. The one pressed against the tree was tall and thin with long colorless hair. which tended to be camouflaged according to her surroundings. Now she was caught, and her green aura began to glow brighter. Her light blue eyes stared coolly into the face before her. The other Iaen was shorter and lighter. She floated off the ground to stand face-to-face with the taller Iaen. Large golden eyes took over her distinctive heart-shaped face. Golden hair tumbled in waves down her back, held in place by a green crown of leaves. “Why are you leaving?” the golden Iaen demanded.

      “It is time,” the green Iaen replied without making a move to free herself.

      “I thought we agreed. They brought this upon themselves. We should leave them.” The golden Iaen pushed against the green Iaen.

      “Think. This folly has been taken too far. We will be overtaken if we do not make a stand. Besides, the time for unity is soon to come. If we are to defeat them, we have to act together. You know this, you hold power, too. We are greater together.”

      “To take it to the mortals would be folly. Why are you doing this? What do you care?”

      “If you care for this forest as much as I do, maybe you will understand what I am saying. Come with me and see for yourself.”

      “Never!” snarled the golden Iaen, her teeth glinting sharply for a moment. She threw herself away from the green Iaen, restoring her feet to the forest floor. “Will you come back?”

      “Glashar.” The green Iaen whispered, using a secret name. “You are one of us. One of the Wise Ones. Why do you not see? The time to give up all you hold secret is now. The mortals need us.”

      Glashar, the golden Iaen, turned away. “Will you come back?”

      “I am Ellagine, Lady of the Green People. You have my word. I will return.”

      Glashar turned. “I know you are great and powerful; still, I give you the mark of protection.” She raised a pale hand. “If you leave this land, your powers shall be diminished. This you know. This is my warning.”

      Ellagine’s eyes narrowed. Without another word, she crept away into the mist.

      Ellagine, Lady of the Green People, had not gone far when, once again, she heard someone following her. She paused; this time the sound was obvious. There was a humming and beating of wings. A small, muscular warrior tumbled out of the sky to land at her feet. Her arms were bare and her garb scant. In one hand she held a bow, and on her back was a quiver of white arrows. Her skin was darker than most Iaens; her ears were large, jutted out, pointed, and curled above her head. Short, black hair hung down to her chin, and as she landed, silver wings folded neatly under the skin of her back.

      Visra the Jesnidrain was wild through and through. Her excuse for anything was a good fight; she lived to be a warrior. She was impulsive and unpredictable, changing as quickly as a flash of lightening. In her early years, as a punishment for her fickle ways, her extraordinary powers had been taken away. What little was left only made her a better warrior. “I want to come,” she announced as she landed.

      “Come where?” Ellagine demanded.

      “To the fortress of the mortals. I can protect them.” Visra waved her bow.

      “This is not about protection.”

      “Then tell me. You are one of the Wise Ones. You know more than you ever tell. Stop being so vague and tell me your plan,” Visra insisted.

      “We cannot talk here. Come,” Ellagine relented.

      Grinning in self-satisfaction, Visra spread her wings and flew east, while the forest stood silent in the wake of their blur of movement.
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      Glashar was left alone in the silent wood. It would not be long before the Iaens determined the plight of the world belonged to the mortals. Soon they would venture to the eastern shore and sail to the Pillars of Creation. Together they were a powerful people, but they had learned long ago mortals wanted to exploit and use their gifts for useless purposes. The mortals had been set right by one called Magdela the Monrage. She had once been a Lady of the Green People, one such as Ellagine. Her desire for proof of a greater power took her away from the forest of the Iaens. She fascinated the mortals who became her followers, and then in the height of her power, they deceived her, blaming her for the devastation of the world and banishing her far from its reaches. Her power they took for themselves and manipulated it for deep evil measures. The damage was unstoppable, and the Iaens determined never again to let their great powers become a tool for the mortals. They made a pact. If the powerful Iaens left their sacred wood, their powers would lessen, and as time went by, they would be lost forever lest they return. Furthermore, frequent use of the powers without returning to Shimla would cause mortality and death.

      Ellagine, knowing this, went eagerly out to contact the mortals. All Glashar could feel was anger stirring within her. Glashar was one of the most powerful Iaens. She held the power of life and death. It was too potent for her, and she knew one wrong move, and she would lose her powers forever. Tormented by loss and morality, she left the world to the fate of the mortals; it was none of her business. To join the mortals in their failure would cost her everything.
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      Year 942 (Present Day)

      

      A female Ezinck stood in the thick woods of Truemonix, holding a bow in one hand while twirling a dagger in the other. White-tipped arrows filled the quiver on her back as she watched two males walking in her direction. Both had swords strapped to their waists. The taller one carried a bow, his chin-length brown hair tucked behind his ears. They moved naturally through the wood. The Ezinck noticed the way they held their heads, keen and alert to their surroundings. She stepped out of her hiding place into the path, snapping a twig under her foot to alert them to her presence.

      “Arldrine!” the Tider exclaimed in surprise.

      Arldrine the Ezinck moved forward to meet them, clasping a fist to her breast in greeting. She thumped her chest twice before laying her palm flat in the ritual of her people. “Idrithar. Zhane. I heard wind of two strangers in the forest from the birds. I did not know it would be you. It has been two years since I’ve last seen you.”

      The Cron called Idrithar nodded, his expression stern as he pulled back the hood of his cloak. He stood about six feet tall with warm eyes and light brown hair pulled back in a bun. Half of his face was covered with a neatly trimmed beard. “It is time we returned to take up residence at the fortress again.”

      “Yes,” the Tider called Zhane agreed. He was six and a half feet tall with a solid body. Even through his billowing clothes, Arldrine could tell he was built like a warrior from his broad chest and muscled arms to his powerful legs. “Arldrine, I must admit, your being here is unexpected. When we left, you were still at the fortress. What made you leave?”

      Arldrine lifted her eyes to the trees, watching the way they moved before waving her hand. “Come,” she beckoned. “I know a place where we can talk in private.”

      A stranger to the woods would not have seen a difference in the trees where the three met and the trees where they settled down to talk. Arldrine the Ezinck had grown up in Truemonix and knew its secret places. In a shady area of the forest, where one could not see the sky above, the three shared a light meal of nuts, berries, and dried meat.

      Arldrine relaxed against the trunk of a tree, facing Zhane and Idrithar. “I left the fortress earlier this year to return here, home, to wait.”

      Zhane frowned as he broke open a nut, scattering shells in the grass. “Why?”

      “It is because of what Ellagine said during her last visit. She said the time is coming when the One will arise, and we will need to gather around to support him. I told Ellagine to find me here when the time is right.” Arldrine’s gaze shifted to Zhane’s face, sensing his displeasure; he preferred her safe at the fortress. They’d been friends for the past six years. Although two years ago, Zhane and Idrithar had left on their third trip across the South World. Searching. “I am aware the Black Steeds rule this world. I will be careful. You know I will return again. You have.”

      A look passed between Zhane and Arldrine, which Idrithar ignored. He chewed a strip of dried meat thoughtfully. “We trust your judgment. How was the fortress when you left?”

      Arldrine pinched her lips together as her face darkened. “The fortress is empty now, ever since the last attack two years ago. Only the brave and few are left. Dathiem is in charge, as you left him. Visra comes and goes as she pleases. Optimistic has his hands full with Yamier and Wekin, the two orphans who were found. The three Mermis are still there. I doubt they will ever leave; you know their fate. Tell me about the world and what you saw.” Her dark eyes looked hopeful, but she knew there was no word of the One.

      Zhane and Idrithar exchanged a glance. Idrithar was the leader of the fortress of the White Steeds and had spent most of his life there. Zhane, who had moved there ten years ago, was second in command. Their travels were sparked by their relentless search for the One to end the conflict between the Black and White Steeds.

      Zhane spoke first. “The west is overrun as it has been for years. We did not meet any White Steeds there nor heard a word of any. We spent most of our time listening to the horrors of the Black Steeds. Two of the Dark Three are in the west, across the Jaded Sea, and people there feel their cruel powers. There is nothing good to say about the west.”

      “Arldrine.” Idrithar took over, keeping his voice low as if the woods were eavesdropping on their conversation. “It has been rumored for many years that another like Magdela the Monrage might rise up. It has been thought several may study the Great-Black-Evil and come to know the deep power of darkness and its temptations. I fear these rumors may come true, within a year even. Monrages will not be some dream of the past, a horror spoken only in passing. They will be real, chasing down White Steeds and seeking to eliminate us so the One will not rise up after all. Keep your ears open because this is what you will have to watch for. You may very well be the first to hear. Especially since you are out here instead of hidden in the fortress.”

      Arldrine nodded, unable to speak. The knowledge made her feel as if her heart would quail. For a moment, she wanted to slip back into hiding within the safety of the fortress. The very word, Monrage, evoked certain death. They had not even found the One yet. What would be the point of living if he were not there to save them?

      “I will listen, and I will be on guard. You must get back to the fortress safely and secretively before they find you,” Arldrine cautioned the two.

      Idrithar brushed crumbs off his cloak as he rose. “Yes, with all haste. We have already seen what the Black Steeds can do to the fortress and our friends.” He started to walk through the trees and then turned back in farewell. “Arldrine, we will meet again.”

      She nodded in his direction before turning to Zhane, who still sat before her. Unfolding her legs, she stood and reached out a hand to pull him upward. His grip was warm and comforting. She suddenly missed the familiarity of being around other people. Zhane held her hand a moment longer than necessary. "Will you return with us?"

      Arldrine tugged her hand out of his, finding it hard to meet his eyes. Ever since she'd met Zhane, a keen sense had begun to awaken within her. She was unsure what it meant, and it frightened her. At times she questioned whether Zhane felt it too, yet they spent so little time together. "I cannot." She lifted her chin in determination.

      Zhane nodded, seeking to hold her gaze, but he did not touch her again. "I thought not, but I had to ask. I know you follow your heart even though I wish you were not alone out there."

      "If the One comes in our lifetime, when he comes, I will return to the fortress," Arldrine assured him.

      Zhane crossed his arms, towering over her. "There is safety in numbers."

      Arldrine raised her eyebrows, noting the irony. "There is little hope in numbers. As you said earlier, the west is lost to us. The Eastern Hill Countries will soon fall lest the prophecy comes true."

      "Aye." Worry creased Zhane's brow. "We hear no word."

      “You should go.” Arldrine pointed, ending the conversation. “Idrithar is waiting.”

      Zhane’s eyes softened. “Arldrine, stay safe. I will see you again.”

      “And you.” Arldrine placed her hand over her heart in farewell.

      Then he was gone, blending with the trees until he caught up with Idrithar. The two followed the path of the forest until they faded away, leaving Arldrine alone once again. She lifted her bow. Hope was fading. The One had to come soon.
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      Year 943

      

      Desperation was in the air as the chill of January moved over the South World. A blond Cron walked down an empty hall in the fortress of the White Steeds, which stood at the edge of Oceantic, hidden by a forest. He had made up his mind. He was going away and not coming back until he found the One.

      His black boots rang ominously on the hard floor. The fortress, once filled with life, was strangely desolate. He was going to see Idrithar, hoping to get away before the others woke and he had to explain himself. Yamier and Wekin would not understand, and they would try to come with him. He would say yes, and then a slew of difficulties would arise for those two were unthinkable troublemakers.

      The Cron reached a door and tapped lightly before opening it and sliding inside. Idrithar was already in there and eyed the blond Cron, taking in the pack on his back and the boots on his feet. “Optimistic, you are up early,” Idrithar said, rising with a puzzled expression on his face.

      “Idrithar.” The Cron called Optimistic put down his pack and took a seat across from the other Cron. “I am leaving. It is the turn of a new year, and we have heard no news. Others have gone, and I feel it is time now. I have to go.”

      Idrithar gave Optimistic a measured look before nodding. “You have been here six years; the world has not changed much. I know you can defend yourself, but keep an eye out for the evil that surrounds us. Where will you go? When Arldrine, Ellagine, and Glashar left, they all returned to their homes.”

      Optimistic rubbed his hands together in excitement as he leaned forward. “I know I have no home to go back to. I am going to seek out Ellagine, and I am not returning until we have found the One.”

      “I know what you will need then.” Idrithar rose and pulled open a wardrobe; within it, he found a secret drawer and pulled out a carved box, which he set in front of Optimistic.

      Swift emotions flooded Optimistic’s face, and a series of flashbacks filled his mind. Six years ago, all he had known had been destroyed. One day he lived peacefully with his mother and father, the next the thunder of the Black Steeds came rushing down upon them. He remembered the shouts, the clang of steel, and the burnt smell as they set the house on fire. As the flames licked up everything surrounding them, he remembered his father scrambling through the house before pushing the rough box into his hands.  “Léthin, I hail from the west, and this comes from there. Guard it with your life because through it the world will be saved.”

      Those were his last words as he went out to face the Black Steeds. The flames would have devoured Optimistic had not three White Steeds come riding in. They were too late for his parents, but Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem, who were returning from a search for the One, defeated the Black Steeds. They took Léthin the Optimistic on to the fortress with them. The first time he had opened the box, Optimistic had seen why his father had cautioned him so, and not feeling up to the task, had passed it on to Idrithar. Now his destiny was at stake. The treasure was returned into his hands, and his job was to protect it.

      Optimistic reached for the case and opened it. Even in the lit room, a faint, green glow began to shine out. A stone lay cushioned in the box; it was smooth with hints of a crystal emerald color. The light faded as soon as Optimistic touched it. The stone filled the palm of his hand as he lifted it out. He could almost see the captive power shivering in it, green light dancing in his hands. The unearthly tales he had heard of the Green Stone flooded his consciousness, but he felt no fear nor intimidation. Léthin the Optimistic was the Keeper of the legendary Green Stone--a stone the mortals spoke of in reverence, and the immortals searched for with zeal. Optimistic hid the stone in his tunic and rose. “I will guard it with my life.”

      “I know,” the older Cron replied. “You have been nothing except trustworthy.”

      “If anyone asks, I have gone to seek the One. Let Yamier and Wekin know. I am leaving them without saying goodbye.”

      An exasperated frown crossed Idrithar’s brow. “The others will understand. I have a feeling the Mermis will also leave us soon. Optimistic, beware. Monrages may appear without warning; we do not know what the Black Steeds are planning next.”

      Optimistic opened the door. “I will see you again.”

      “Farewell.” Idrithar waved.

      Optimistic met no one as he sneaked out of the fortress and soon disappeared into the underbrush. He was on his way to Shimla because the One should come soon. The world was silently crying out in desperation. Even the cold and snow could not deter Optimistic. With white-tipped arrows on his back, bow in hand, and the Green Stone pressing against his heart, he set off, taking his belief with him.
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      March 6. Year 943

      

      Eliesmore was nineteen. He had wavy, black hair, which touched his eyebrows, danced on his ears, and ran all the way down his neck. His large, green eyes were thoughtful, for he was a quiet individual, yet curious about everything. He hunched over the wood table across from his mother. His short legs stretched out under the table as he and his mother ate the second meal. Eliesmore felt the familiar disquiet of life. He was resigned to the tedious routine of daily life with his mother because the enchantment of the forest and the wild dance of the Idrains had worn off long ago. He half-heartedly listened to his mother as he chewed, humming in agreement to assure her he was listening as she explained what they would plant that spring. He reached for another slice of crusty bread when a tug made him jump. He dropped the slice and bolted straight up, shaking the table in his surprise.

      “Eliesmore!” Myran leaned back, steadying the table with her hands. “What’s wrong?”

      He swallowed, shrugging as he sat back down. “I’m sorry; it was nothing,” he mumbled, ducking his head.

      The sudden tug came again, gripping his heart and yanking. It was firm and persistent; it wanted, no, it needed him to follow its calling. Grabbing his chest, Eliesmore lifted his eyes to the eaves of the hut. Taking a deep breath, he glanced at his mother who had fallen silent, watching him out of concerned eyes.

      Pushing back his chair, Eliesmore stood and began to pace back and forth. Suddenly the realization dawned on him. He heard the call of the creatures of the wood, a call he thought he’d never hear again. It wasn't the same as before. The call wasn't for him to join a night of revelry; there was something deeper and urgent in the way it held him, demanding something from him. It was time for his life to unfold, time for his quest to begin. Only one question remained: how would he persuade his mother to allow him to leave? Once he left, there would be no return.

      “Eliesmore, what is wrong?” Myran repeated, jarring him out of his thoughts.

      Eliesmore clutched the back of his chair for support as he faced her. “Mother, I have to go,” he said, his voice surprisingly calm and mellow. “I know it is hard because you do not want me to leave.”

      “Eliesmore!” Myran’s face turned pale and pained. “Why? You are my only son, my only child. I may never see you again. Why do you want to go? Where will you go?”

      “All this is true.” Eliesmore wondered how much he should tell her. “The Iaens are calling me. I cannot refuse.”

      Myran’s chair fell to the floor with a crash as she leaped up, her hands trembling as she stared at Eliesmore. “The Iaens?  The creatures of the wood? Eliesmore, are you sure?”

      “Yes. Mother, I have done everything. I have stayed with you and not run away. Will you let me go?”

      Myran spun, walking the length from the table to the door and back again as she wrung her hands. “I have told you nothing of the world and the Black and White Steeds; you could be captured,” she objected.

      “Mother, I know more than you think.”

      “No, Eliesmore,” she whispered back. It was less of an order and more of a desire for him to stay.

      Eliesmore marched to the door, turning back towards his mother when he reached it. “I cannot stay here for the rest of my life. What will I do?”

      “No, Eliesmore,” Myran whispered, her eyes unseeing. She seemed taken by memories.

      “Mother, I will not go until you let me. You see, I am a Cron, the spirit of a Cron dwells in me, and I want to live. I long to experience life like the Heroes of Old. I want to see and feel and touch the world for myself instead of hearing about it through stories.”

      “No, Eliesmore.”

      “I know you have never felt the call of the Iaens. I cannot refuse. The longer I stay here, the stronger it grows.” Eliesmore placed a hand on his heart as the persistent tug continued.

      Myran seemed to return to the present, and there were tears in her eyes as she turned to face her son. “Eliesmore, you don't have to explain yourself. I know.” Her voice was quiet; the determination to keep her son was gone. “What do you see when you look out into the world?”

      Eliesmore opened the door, allowing the scents of spring to imbue the tiny hut. “Adventure beyond the woods, a way of living, no longer hiding, and the Idrains calling me forth.”

      Myran came to stand beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder. Her tone was gentle and curious. “What do you know of this world?”

      “More than you believe I know. It is dangerous and unsafe. I will be careful.”

      “Eliesmore,” Myran hesitated, unsure of how much to say. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she turned him to face her, searching his green eyes. “You can do this. I believe in you. You are the One. The Green People will tell you everything. Eliesmore, I will miss you.”

      “So you will let me go?” Eliesmore asked incredulously.

      “Yes.” She pulled him into her arms and held him for a long time. She told herself to let go of the last one she held dear instead of watching him get ripped away like the others. She could feel how grateful he was as he held on. He was excited about his own future, but he would be a fool if he were not duly frightened. His life was not his own; it was a mission now, and he did not fully understand.

      “Thank you.” Eliesmore smiled as she released him.

      “Goodbye, Eliesmore.” Myran ran her fingers through his dark curls for the last time, knowing he would be okay. After all, he was the One, and he was going to see the Green People, perhaps the very ones she had been raised by. Even though she discerned she was making the right choice, tears blurred her vision as Eliesmore strode out, walking up the hill towards Shimla. At the top, he turned around and waved. Faintly she heard him shouting, “Goodbye, Mother,” before he disappeared down the hill and out of sight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The intoxicating rush of freedom filled Eliesmore as he hastened up the grassy hill toward the dark line of trees. If possible, they appeared even more mystic in the daylight, hiding their mysteries behind weaving boughs. As he walked towards those silvery trees, he felt it was time to retrieve the Jeweled Sword. It had rained the night before, leaving crystal dewdrops sparkling on the grass, keeping the ground soft and boggy. He slipped in the slick mud as he stood before the forest, wondering where he’d hidden the sword. Slowly he walked down the line of trees until he reached one that made him stop. There were no strange markings on the tree, yet he felt, with magnetic certainty, it was the right tree. Kneeling on the soft ground, he reached for a stick and began to dig. It did not take long to find the muddy box because it wasn’t buried as deeply as he’d thought.

      He yanked the box out, brushing flecks of dirt off before pausing. His heart beat hard in anticipation as he pried off the top. The weapon capturing his vision was more beautiful than he recalled. With reverence, he lifted the sword, slipping it free from its sheath so he could admire the long, naked blade. The jewels danced on the hilt just as before, and he noticed one design at the top of the handle. It was a Green Stone encircled by a crown with four points, like a compass pointing north, south, east, and west. Running his grimy fingers over the hilt, he grinned. At last, he was free to seek his own adventure. No one would stop him for he had the Jeweled Sword, and it had to mean something.

      Standing, he fastened the sheath around his waist and slid the sword back into it, feeling like a great warrior. He swaggered back and forth to get the feel of the sword swinging beside him. The call of the Iaen broke through his proud moment, tugging at him stronger than before. Leaving the box and the hole in the ground, he plunged into the forest, following the call as it lured him deeper. He expected the call would fade the closer he came, as it did when he used to dance with the creatures of the wood. Yet the farther he went, the more tenacious and demanding the call became.

      The woods were bare because spring had not arrived. Eliesmore stepped on dead leaves and passed twigs and branches lying forlornly where they had fallen months earlier. Despite the barrenness of the wood, the majestic trees hide the sky from sight, giving a dark gloom to the trail he followed. At first, it seemed he traveled old paths towards the circle where the Iaen and animals danced each night. When he arrived, the call pulled him past the dancing glade. He gazed at it longingly as he continued, his initial excitement fading. Questions filled his mind as his pace slowed. What did the Iaen want with him? Why were they calling him at midday? Would he want to hear what they had to say?

      A cave appeared before him, breaking up a grove of trees, and Eliesmore stepped inside. He thought he recognized it as the home of the Nigidrains where Irnidrathe had brought him four years ago. Eliesmore stretched his ears as he walked inside, hearing nothing other than trickling water. He felt uneasy as he stood in the cave, unsure where he should go.

      Presently, a pale green glow shone out of one passage, beckoning him onward. He followed the light until it disappeared, and he found himself back outside, yet in what seemed like a room. Thick pine trees acted as the walls and ceiling, and, in the middle of the clearing, a stream flowed. Here was where the call led, and now it vanished, leaving Eliesmore uncomfortable and the forest far too quiet. Unnerved, Eliesmore sat down in front of the still waters, noting it seemed to be the other half of the crystallized stream that Irnidrathe had shown him.

      He heard soft footfalls, and a Green lady emerged. She was six and a half feet tall, at least a foot taller than him, and wore a pale green dress that folded around her body like water with each step she took. Her waist-length hair fell in soft waves and had a gold—or was it a brown—tint to it. Her ears were the size of mortal ears instead of the exceptionally large and pointed ears most Green People had. She was as beautiful as carved crystal and stared at Eliesmore out of light blue eyes with a hint of something darker hidden in them.

      Eliesmore did not know what to do. He stood up, thinking he should bow in the presence of a great Iaen, but his legs would not move again. He swallowed hard, his heart flip-flopping under her gaze. Feeling even more uncomfortable, he sputtered, “Who are you?”

      “Eliesmore, you have come,” she welcomed him. Her eyes were eager, almost as if she were about to devour him.

      “You know my name?” Eliesmore wrinkled his brow in surprise.

      “Yes.” She offered no explanation. “I am Ellagine, three-fourths Green Person, one-fourth Tider.” At Eliesmore’s vague expression she added, “I’m the great-great granddaughter of Legone the Swift.”

      “Oh.” Eliesmore suspected she wanted him to be impressed with her reference to a hero of old. However, the relationship was too far removed to be of much value. “I am Eliesmore, half Cron, half Tider. Why have you called me here?”

      “It is time you know.” Ellagine motioned for him to sit as she knelt beside the stream that lay between them.

      “Know what exactly?” Eliesmore sat down again. “I know about the White Steeds and Black Steeds. What more is there?”

      “There is much for you to learn about who you are." Ellagine gave him a kind smile, and her eyes were patient.

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to argue with her. As beautiful and wild as she was, she seemed to know entirely too much about him. Hints of a smile touched her lips as she shook her head, and, given over to her beauty, he decided to listen.

      “Eliesmore, I have much to tell you. I am not sure what tales your mother shared, although surely you are familiar with the legendary deeds of the Five Warriors?”

      Eliesmore nodded, thinking he'd been quick to judge her. He should listen to her words; after all, she was a descendant of a hero of old. Legendary blood ran through her. “Of course, I could repeat those tales back to you of how they destroyed the Ruler and his transformed creatures.”

      “Yes,” Ellagine’s voice dropped, and she leaned forward. “They thought they killed the Ruler. However, they only destroyed his physical form and wounded his spirit. The Ruler is a Changer, and he is still very much alive.”

      Eliesmore recoiled as if someone had struck him. The word, Changer, had no meaning for him. All the same, he was hit with a cold fear. “What is a Changer?”

      Ellagine leaned forward, as if confiding in him. “At the beginning of time, the Creator--a great, all-powerful being--gave life to the Four Worlds. At that time, the Four Worlds were large islands, slowly drifting apart from each other. The South World was the largest; however, as it was being designed, the Creator was distracted. Something caught his attention and turned him away, and as he did so, the last sparks of creation fell, and the Changers came into being. You see, when one holds power, one must be attentive and careful because power is dangerous, mischievous, and always seeks to corrupt. Because the Creator was not paying attention, his creative sparks became a curse and damaged the purity of creation.”

      Eliesmore pulled away in distaste, scowling. “What caused the Creator to become distracted?”

      Ellagine opened her mouth and closed it in surprise at the unexpected question. “Only the Creator truly knows. Some say his assistant did something terrible to ruin his work, and he was too late to stop her. In fact, many records credit her with the creation of the Changers because they are bent on the destruction of all.”

      Eliesmore frowned. “What does this have to do with me?”

      “If you will listen, I will explain.” Ellagine held up a hand to pause his questions. “After the Changers had come into being, creation was completed, and the Four Worlds flourished. However, after a time, the Changers arose out of the underworld or the marshes, we now call them Marshswamps. When they came to the surface of the world, they began to realize who they were and what kind of power they held over the people groups and immortals. You see, your people, the mortals, live a normal lifespan, a couple of hundred years at most, but on average, a hundred years. My people, the immortals, live on until we feel our time is at an end. You see, we have a choice. Of course, both mortals and immortals can be killed. However, it is different with Changers.”

      “But all things die,” Eliesmore interrupted, not pleased with her direct comparison of “his” people versus “her” people. “How can a Changer live forever? After all, the Five Warriors killed the Ruler!”

      “Did they?” Ellagine avoided his eyes for a moment, and he saw something dark flicker behind them. “The Five Warriors destroyed the Ruler’s physical form and trapped his spirit. He escaped into the waters of Oceantic and was borne here to the South World. It is here where he was reunited with the other two Changers.”

      “Wait, there’s more than one?” Eliesmore exclaimed in fright. He was beginning to feel angry with Ellagine.

      Ellagine held up three fingers. “There are three, here, in the South World. Their assumed goal is to rid the Four Worlds of mortals so they can rule them.”

      “Why?” Eliesmore found himself standing with his fists clenched. “What have we ever done to deserve this?”

      Ellagine folded her hands in her lap in resignation. “Eliesmore, it’s not who deserves what. The Changers found death eludes them. They have walked this world for hundreds of years, collecting knowledge and power. There is something else they need, something else is hidden in Rededak.”

      Eliesmore could feel the bile rising in his throat. “What is Rededak?” he whispered.

      “Rededak is the name for a place beyond the underworld, a prison of a sort. It is said the Creator, the King of the Land, trapped the mischief his assistant, the Queen of the Land, created there.”

      “Is it something worse than the Changers?”

      “Perhaps,” Ellagine brushed his question away. “But the Changers have discovered how to create Monrages. The rise of Magdela the Monrage was only the beginning of the Changers achieving their goal because if they gain enough power, they can access Rededak and release the beast.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip as he sat back down, holding up a finger. “What do you mean by gain enough power? You mean convert enough people to become Black Steeds?”

      Ellagine shook her head. “No, I should have been clear. The Changers have been roaming this world for hundreds of years, collecting knowledge and power. Power can be passed from one to another. Remember in tales of old how the Ruler lived among the Green People until he was banished? It’s because he was there to collect power.”

      “Collect power?” Eliesmore plucked up grass and tossed it in the air. “Just as easily as I would pick food from a garden?”

      A hint of amusement touched Ellagine’s stoic face. “No.” She held out her hands. “There is a sacred ritual known to my people, the Iaen, called the Klieng. We use it to take power from an immortal when they have abused it. The Changers likely use the same kind of ritual, which is why they are searching for and capturing powerful mortals and immortals alike. They are keen to the scent of power. I believe they will send more like Magdela the Monrage to search out and destroy the most powerful White Steeds. This is why the prophecy ‘Song’ must be fulfilled. It seems, even in our darkest hour, the King of the Land still offers us a way out. The time is overripe for the White Steeds to rise up, take back the South World, and demolish, once and for all, the dark powers of the Changers and the Black Steeds.”

      Eliesmore paused as her words blurred together. He was frightened and angry. She had brought him to a place where he experienced the best nights of his life and ruined those fond memories with her dark stories. He could sense resentment building. Yet one word she had spoken resonated with him. He had heard it before in a sort of déjà vu or perhaps in a past life. A hidden memory tugged at him. “What is ‘Song’?”

      “You haven’t heard ‘Song’,” Ellagine said, more as a statement than a question.

      “No. I see there is a lot my mother did not tell me. She was trying to protect me, I assume from the White Steeds and Black Steeds. We even moved when I was young because I went to see the Jaded Sea.” He was rambling. Why was he rambling? “I had to persuade her to let me come today…” he trailed off as Ellagine put a finger to her lips.

      As she gazed into his eyes, Eliesmore realized he had seen them before in the crystallized stream. Had she spoken of his future? She spoke in a sing-song voice, and all of the wood was silent.

      

      
        
        “When the terrorizer of the Black Steeds and White Steeds,

        Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

        When everyone has gone and hidden in the land down South,

        Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

        Conqueror of Evil.

        He will come when he is young.

        He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

        He will dissolve the Green Stone.

        Where he goes, the people will no longer live in hiding.

        They will come out and rejoice.

        For evil has receded, but not completely destroyed until the end of Time.”

        - “Song” - as told by Paleidir Lady of the Green People.

        Daughter of King Islider, King of the Green People.

        Wife of Legone the Swift.

      

      

      

      “Eliesmore,” she spoke earnestly, leaning towards him as her last words dropped like stones. “You are the One.”

      “Me?” Eliesmore exclaimed, leaping up. It was the last thing he ever expected her to say, and it quite took his breath away as he began to tremble. The events of the day were turning out to be too much for him.

      “Eliesmore,” Ellagine repeated his name for the fifth time. “Please, sit. I have not finished with what I have to tell you.”

      Shaking in shock, Eliesmore resumed his position and tried to listen to Ellagine while thoughts whirled through his head.

      “Every victory and every step we take in pushing back the Black Steeds and defeating their evil will transfer power from the Black Steeds to the White Steeds. One day the balance will be restored, and the White Steeds will hold enough power to overthrow the Black Steeds. However, there is need of One now because if we do not push back the Black Steeds, there will be no White Steeds left and the Changers will win. This is why you are here. All living creatures are either Black Steeds or White Steeds. You must trust no one lest you fall into traps. Black Steeds are everywhere, even within the borders of Shimla. Our shield of protection is failing, even as we speak. The Iaen are no longer strong enough to keep them out. The Black Steeds have two fortresses here in the Eastern Hill Country. One is in Daygone, and the other is in the Torsilo Quarts. Our fortress, the fortress of the White Steeds, is on the far side of Sanga San, although our numbers have greatly diminished. This is just another example of how powerful the Black Steeds have become.”

      Ellagine paused for a moment, considering. Eliesmore barely paid attention. He wanted a future with excitement and adventure, but he did not want to go out and fight the Black Steeds. The very idea of the Changers with their army of Black Steeds and Monrages made him shudder. How was he supposed to be the One and lead a great revolt against undying Changers? Had his mother known about this his entire life? Was that why she acted the way she did? He recalled her parting words and with a jolt realized she had known he was the One. She was trying to protect him from the burden “Song” placed on his shoulders. Even so, at the age of five, he had discovered the Jeweled Sword.

      “What is the Green Stone?” Eliesmore blurted out, not following Ellagine’s tale any longer.

      “Optimistic has it,” she replied absently.

      Eliesmore was just as confused by her answer. She seemed lost in deliberation. He had been oblivious to being the One, yet events fell into place. Maybe the Iaens had known all along and for that reason welcomed him in their midst. Eliesmore did not want to be the One. It was true: he wished for peace in the world, except he wanted to live his own life. He wanted to explore good and evil for himself and see if Ellagine was telling him the truth and not only trying to persuade him with horror stories. He did not want to be a leader. Besides, he was too young and inexperienced. The words of “Song” came drifting back into his head: “he will come when he is young.” Eliesmore sighed and looked up to tell Ellagine, who had crossed the stream and now knelt by his side. “Look into the water.” She waved her hand, palm down, over the water.

      A map of the South World appeared in the crystal stream. Eliesmore saw Shimla, where they were, and the Land of Lock, Locherenixzes. He looked, and he saw the Torsilo Quarts and Daygone.

      Ellagine pointed. “See Truemonix.” It lay to the west of them, close to the Jaded Sea.

      Eliesmore pulled away; he would not get forced into this. “I don’t want to be the One,” he announced.

      The map disappeared, but Ellagine hardly looked surprised. “Nobody wants to be the One. Eliesmore, consider the Heroes of Old. Do you think the Five Warriors wanted to go to the Great Water Hole? Do you think Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his Companions wanted to go to the North Forests and meet the great dranagin? No, it was their duty, and it was what they did. This is what you are going to do.”

      Eliesmore stood up, and Ellagine quickly rose beside him, her height making him feel small. He was not about to be bullied into doing something he did not want to do, and he felt like making himself clear. He started walking backward, making his voice stern. “I not only don’t want to do this. I will not!”

      Eliesmore spun around and ran. He felt Ellagine come up behind him and roughly snatch something. He did not stop. He quickened his pace without looking back.
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      Eliesmore fled through the forests of Shimla as if the creatures of the wood were on his heels. He knew he'd reacted badly, making enemies out of the Iaen, but this was his life. He was entitled to adventure. He deserved to live life the way he wanted, not according to dark stories of immortals and power struggles. The tales of Heroes of Old were entertaining to hear. However, he did not envy their lives or desire their fate.

      It was a while before he was out of breath and slowed down to a walk. The forest was hushed in emerald waves of silence. The call of the Iaen was gone. Nothing was chasing him. With a sigh of relief, Eliesmore wandered into regions of Shimla he’d never seen, although the forest seemed to open a path before him. As he traveled, Eliesmore recognized the gravity of what he had done and began to consider what he should do. Going back home was out of the question because his mother might never let him leave again. He was departing Shimla, heading in the direction of three countries: Truemonix, Torsilo Quarts, and Daygone. He certainly did not want to end up in Daygone, the evil place of the Black Steeds. He might never get away if he went there. Ellagine was about to tell him something about Truemonix; she might be going there herself. It would not do for him to run into her there. All that was left was the Torsilo Quarts, although he would be wise to stay away from the fortress. There were other cities on the map, but Eliesmore did not know what direction they lay in. After making up his mind, he continued his stubborn march through the forest.

      Presently, visions of food consumed his thoughts, and his stomach rumbled. He knew how to forage for food in the wild, but it was only March, too early for new growth. Besides, if there had been food, Eliesmore would not have known whether or not to eat it. There was so much going on between the White Steeds and Black Steeds; there might be poison in the plants. After a while, the light of day faded from the woods, and a thick darkness curled its way through the trees. This time, there were no friendly lights to guide his way. Tired from his journey and hungry from lack of food, Eliesmore huddled beneath a tree, using the undergrowth to hide his presence. He curled up and went to sleep. He was sure he would find the fulfillment he sought when he woke.

      In the morning, Eliesmore woke up disoriented. His back hurt from sleeping on the ground, and there was a crick in his neck. He sat up reluctantly as the tall trees rose, frowning, above him and the homely smell of the woods surrounded him. A brisk wind drifted past, and his stomach growled. He yawned and stretched. His tongue felt thick in his mouth from thirst. He stood, listening hard for the sound of water. The lack of nourishment made him grumpy. He had forgotten the necessities required for being on his own. He had no plans and no purpose. Being out on his own was not as rewarding as he’d anticipated. He thought of going home, but he was not one to give up. Besides, it seemed as if the trees had closed the path to him; there was no way back, only forward.

      By midmorning, Eliesmore came upon a creek. Its mossy bed rose high as it flowed over smooth, gray stones. In one fluid motion, Eliesmore knelt, cupping his hands and lapping up the cool, refreshing water. In his haste, water dripped down his chin and splashed across the front of his tunic. It was a few minutes before he paused to take in his surroundings; as he did, a splash made him jump. His eyes narrowed, and he backed away from the stream, unnerved by the silence of the forest. He was used to it being full of life and happiness; now a mere sound made him cautious. The splash came again, and he saw a white mink in the stream, leaping as it caught a fish and swam on by. Startled by its color, Eliesmore looked down at his clothes, remembering what the Iaen had told him of the White Steeds and Black Steeds. His clothes seemed drab and gray in the light of the forest, and Eliesmore felt his pulse quicken. He was sure the day before they had been lighter. He wanted to blame it on his night in the forest, yet his mind was already starting a war within him.

      If he were not a White Steed, would he automatically become a Black Steed? He wished to remain neutral, but it did not seem to be an option. As a Black Steed, he would be on the side of the Changers, helping them accomplish their goals, which he was confused about. Ellagine had said something about the balance of powers and Rededak. Eliesmore shuddered to think of what was hiding there. If he were not a Black Steed, then he would have to be a White Steed, which meant being the One and saving the world from the cruel hands of the Black Steeds. Being the One terrified him, each time he thought of the prophecy, he felt a sinking pit of horror in his belly. Besides having the Jeweled Sword and dissolving the Green Stone, he was not sure what was involved. As he thought, he supposed he could ask the Iaen to help him and other White Steeds, if there were other White Steeds.

      The day slipped by as slowly as water dripping into a bucket, drop by drop. As the evening darkened into night, Eliesmore found himself exhausted and slipped into an uneven sleep due to dehydration and lack of nourishment. His dreams were troubled and consumed with the White Steeds and Black Steeds. He could be a White Steed living in hiding, which meant returning home to his mother. He couldn’t be neutral. He did not want to be a Black Steed. He did not want to be a White Steed.

      In the morning Eliesmore woke in anger. His body ached from his flight, and his head pounded with a headache. Despite the pain, Eliesmore stumbled up and went on through the forest. Angry thoughts chased each other, making him wish there had never been a struggle between the Black and White Steeds in the first place. He wished he, of all people, had not been picked to be the One. He wished he had not been born in the South World and in this time of dire need. Finally, just as he saw the edge of the forest and found himself coming out into open land, he wished he had never been born.

      As Eliesmore gained the edge of Shimla, he almost stumbled over two badgers. As his vision cleared, he glared as the beasts regarded him with cold eyes. They were black with white stripes, and because of their drastic colors, Eliesmore could not tell whether they were Black Steeds or White Steeds. “I’m sorry,” Eliesmore began as the badgers measured him, calculating. “Do you have any food?”

      “Yes,” said one. "What will you give us in exchange?”

      “I do not have anything to trade,” Eliesmore said, unaccustomed to the ways of a world where nothing is free.

      “You could come with us.” A badger held out a clawed paw.

      “Where are you going?” Eliesmore asked.

      “Does it matter?” the badger replied.

      Eliesmore wanted to say it mattered very much, but the stance the badgers took seemed hostile. He gave a quick nod, hoping for food.

      The second badger held out a pouch. “This should be filling.”

      Eliesmore gulped down the liquid, forgetting to be cautious of the strange animals. As soon as he finished, he felt lightheaded and the world blurred before his eyes. He sank to the ground as strength left his body. “What was that?” he demanded. The last thing he saw before his eyes closed was the two badgers advancing on him.
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      Optimistic sat in the glade with his back against a tree. Shimla was nothing like he had imagined. Ever since he’d left the fortress, he had traveled through a dying world. He was surprised at the dejected way the trees held down their stripped branches and the grass lay flat and yellow beneath his feet. The lands were scarce and bare as if even the plants were too fearful to grow. Optimistic shivered in the chill air, waiting until he saw a glimpse of green. Ellagine entered the glade; her face was a mask of twisted fury as she lay a sword in the grass beside Optimistic. “He ran!” She began as she sat down with him. “I told him the story of our world from the beginning of time. I tried to make him understand our need for him. But he ran. Optimistic, he is the One, and he doesn’t even believe in our cause. I don’t know what to do.” She sighed, staring into empty space for answers.

      “Ellagine.” Optimistic leaned forward, reaching out a hand just shy of touching her. “If he is the One, he will return. It is not your fault he ran.”

      Ellagine turned to face Optimistic. “It’s not his return I’m worried about,” she confirmed. “I know he will come back. I am worried about how alive he will be when he does. If the Black Steeds get him first, you know what will happen. And if they find out he is the One…” She trailed off. “I had to take this.” She put the sword in Optimistic’s hands.

      Understanding and wonder dawned on Optimistic’s face as he held up the sword. The jewels still gleamed in what little light there was, and the two stared at it in awe.

      “Where did he get this from?” Optimistic breathed. “I know he is supposed to have it, but the last we heard was that King Pharengon of the Eastern World had it, and he still lives.”

      Ellagine shook her head. “I do not know; he lived a well-protected life.”

      Optimistic put the sword down. “That settles it. He knows almost nothing of the world, and the Black Steeds will hunt him down. I am going after him.”

      “You will know him; he is the only Cron with black hair. His name is Eliesmore.”

      “I will return.” Optimistic stood, grabbed his bow, and lit off through the wood.

      Ellagine stood to watch him as he disappeared into the thicket. “I know,” she whispered as an afterthought. “I know.”
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      Eliesmore woke with a splitting headache. He had not thought it possible, but the liquid the badgers had given him made him feel much worse. His limbs were stiff like they were held down with stones. His body was sore, and his eyes hurt. Although it was a cloudy day, it seemed as if the daylight threatened to blind him. Eliesmore closed his eyes, deciding more sleep would be the remedy for his condition. A foot slammed into his side, forcing him wide awake. “Get up!” one of the badgers snarled.

      Eliesmore sat up, blinking in distress as he held his throbbing side. On either side of him stood the two badges with their arms crossed and teeth bared. Eliesmore glanced past them at his surroundings, noting they were entirely different from the day before. He could not even tell in which direction the forest of Shimla lay. In front of him rose a castle made of black stone with wicked towers curving up like evil eyes already claiming a victory. As soon as he saw the castle, Eliesmore’s heart plunged. He was not certain where he was; he could be in Daygone, the headquarters of the Black Steeds. He had to get away before they tortured and killed him. Eliesmore began to tremble, convinced this was his punishment for turning his back on the Iaens and White Steeds.

      Sweating, Eliesmore clambered to his feet, his green eyes wide as he shook his head at the badgers. He put out a hand as if to ward them off. “No, no,” he pleaded. “I will not go there.”

      “Oh, you will,” sneered one of the badgers, likely the one who had kicked him. “We did you a favor, and now you will do us one.”

      As the badger finished, Eliesmore heard a high-pitched, shrill cry coming from one of the towers, as if someone, or very many someones, were being tormented beyond measure. Eliesmore spun around and dashed in the opposite direction. He hadn’t even gone a foot when he felt one of the furry badgers jump on his back. Claws penetrated his skin, and he was thrown to the ground. With a sickening tear, the claws came out of his arm, ripping skin as well as his shirt and tunic. “Try that again, and I will tear you to pieces,” the badger threatened, barring his teeth at Eliesmore. “Get up. We are going to the castle.”

      Eliesmore could not stop shaking as they covered the last few yards and reached the dark castle. All the while, shrieks of pain continued to pour out of it. Eliesmore knew his life was going to come to a bloody end. If only he had not run away. His arm stung and blood continued to pour out, soaking his clothes.

      The doors to the castle swung open, and Eliesmore lost sight of the badgers as a rough hand dragged him inside, jarring his torn arm as it hurled him against the wall. “What do we have here?” the voice belonging to the hand barked out.

      “He has power,” one of the badgers piped up. Its tone was less of a growl as before; he was more anxious for praise. “We gave him the potion.”

      “Hummm….” The voice snorted. “I’ll be the judge. Now leave!”

      “We want what was promised us,” the other badger demanded.

      “Fine, you know where he is.” The voice sent them away.

      Eliesmore found himself standing face to face with a Tider who had a long, sharp nose. The Tider was dressed in black from head to toe, and his piercing black eyes seemed to see straight through Eliesmore. Behind him was a table piled with ink and paper. The Tider released Eliesmore, turned back to pick up his quill and perched on a stool behind the table. “Well?” the Tider barked. “Who are you? A Cron with dark looks like a Tider? Answer me?”

      Before Eliesmore could regain his balance, he felt two other people, guards, he assumed, come up behind him and take his arms. “I’m a C-c-cron,” he managed to stammer out.

      “A Cron?” The Tider sneered. “I don’t believe you. What is your name?”

      “Ha-half Cron, h-half Tider,” Eliesmore replied, his mouth dry.

      “A Blended One! Where is your home?” the Tider went on in a fury.

      “I don’t know," Eliesmore squeaked, unsure why the Tider was so angry with him.

      “Don’t know!” the Tider mocked. “Surely you come from some place?”

      “Please,” Eliesmore begged, sinking to his knees as the guards held his arms. “Please don’t torment me! Don’t torment me!”

      “Stop whining,” the Tider shouted back at him, aiming a kick and missing, which seemed to irritate him more. “All weapons come to me. Guards, pass me his sword!”

      Eliesmore’s heart stopped, and suddenly the world seemed to move in slow motion. He was the finder of the Jeweled Sword. He was the One. They would know him by his sword and kill him instantly. His world crashed around him, and he stared down in terror as the guards reached for his sword hilt. They yanked the leather belt with the scabbard from his waist, frowning in confusion. Eliesmore gasped in surprise when he saw it was empty. His flight from Ellagine came back to him. She had snatched his sword from his sheath while he had run on, consumed with his selfish thoughts. She had been protecting him, and yet here he stood in the clutches of the Black Steeds. He was about to die because he had chosen not to listen or respond to the duty that had been meant for him.

      A tormented cry echoed in the castle, and the Tider was standing over him again. “No sword? Enough of this! Guards, take him to the torture rooms.”

      “No, no,” Eliesmore screamed as the guards dragged him up. “Please, no, don’t, no.”

      But it was too late. A guard raised a sword and clouted Eliesmore over the head. He collapsed into darkness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He woke. His cheek lay in a sticky substance that trickled down his face, creating a puddle by his lips. A sharp pain buzzed through his head as if a giant were gripping both of his ears and squeezing his brains. Wiggling, he tried to lift a hand, only to find they were tied behind his back, the rope cutting into his wrists. Groaning, he lifted his head and noticed the liquid beside his face was his own blood. Shuddering in revulsion, he glanced up to see a Cron watching him. The Cron sniffed and rapped his knuckles on the iron grating of the room, calling, “He’s awake.”

      Gasping in fear, Eliesmore rolled over, attempting to escape. He saw he was in a stone cell covered with the iron grating. Heavy footsteps echoed as another male entered. Eliesmore could see nothing but boots. “You let him bleed.” The newcomer grunted. “They prefer the ones with power bruised, not broken.”

      “My apologies Captain Elidar,” the guard growled without an ounce of regret in his voice.

      “Take him through the torture chambers,” the one called Captain Elidar ordered. “From there, we will see if he will talk.”

      The boots turned away, allowing Eliesmore a glimpse of a black cloak as he lay, trembling in his own filth.

      “Bruised, not broken,” the guard snorted as he approached, aiming a sharp kick that landed squarely in Eliesmore’s gut.

      Eliesmore groaned as he felt the air leave his body. An intense pain radiated from his core, causing his eyes to tear up.

      “Stop sniffling and get up.” The guard dragged him up by his bound hands. He grabbed a fistful of Eliesmore’s hair and yanked his head back. “Walk.”

      Eliesmore’s limbs trembled from fear, exhaustion, and lack of food. His vision swam as the guard forced him through the castle. Shadows flickered in the gloom, tongues of flames offering a glimpse into the horrors of the dungeons, sights Eliesmore wished he could unsee. A putrid blend of rot, blood, and mangled flesh hung in the air.

      “If you don’t talk, this is what will happen to you,” the guard said, forcing him to look.

      Eliesmore saw the white pelt of a fox lying on the ground next to the furless body. Bloods and chunks of flesh covered the floor, yet the fox’s body rose and fell, unconscious, not yet dead. In another cell, hanging by his hands, was what used to be a male, rivers of blood flowing from wounds where the skin had been flayed from his back. In places, white bone showed through tattered flesh. Eliesmore could not tell whether he was alive or dead. In the next cell, two Crons took turns punching black eyes into a male who turned wide, blue eyes on Eliesmore, his lips trembling. Help me. They walked past more cells until they blended in horror, and Eliesmore leaned over, retching onto the stone steps and receiving another sharp kick in response.

      The guard dragged him to another room where great barrels of stale water sat. Flies and all matter of dark water creatures laid their eggs in the stinking rot. Without ceremony, the guard ducked Eliesmore’s head into a barrel and held him down. Eliesmore kicked and thrashed until his lungs burned, gasping for air. When none was forthcoming, he lost consciousness again.
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      Year 772 (171 years ago).

      

      He awoke knowing this was the last time. He was forgiven. They’d tortured him for ten years. For ten years, they’d kept him in the hole, turning his life into pure misery. Now they let him out. Weak. Obedient. Spineless. It would take time for his body to heal and even more time for his powers to be restored. For now, he would do the only thing he could, gather information and plan his rise. When they came for him, he knew what to do. He kissed their hands, even though he seethed inside. He loathed being forced to play their game, but there was nothing else to do as long as they were alive, as long as they had him.

      “Are you ready to pay your debt?” his sister demanded, her eyes deep and malicious. Torture was her vice; she enjoyed every second, savoring the motions as if it were an art.

      “I am ready.” He bowed his head in submission.

      “Come,” his brother ordered.

      He limped, his feet still raw from when they flayed the skin all the way down to the bone. Shifting his form would have saved him from torture, except he was too weak.

      They led him to the highest tower, where they could see the countryside of the Constel Heights spread before them. He waited, taking in the distance, curious how long it would take them to grab him if he jumped.

      “What do you know of the Green Stone?” his sister asked. She did not look at him; she only struck a pose, letting her long hair fly free in the breeze as she leaned on her pitchfork.

      Hesitation would not please her. “Very little. I heard a rumor from the stars that it carries the power of creation, the ability to become like the Creator.”

      “Have you found it?” his sister went on.

      Nothing had changed. When they interacted, it was usually his sister who spoke, while his brother waited, a tool she used to do her dirty work. There had been a time when Sarhorr thought he could persuade his brother to revolt against the iron fist of their sister, but his brother and sister were fiercely loyal to each other. He had to result to trickery to flee to the Western World where he’d assumed he was safe. He cursed as he thought of how he’d allowed himself to become distracted first by the Green People and then with the idea of becoming a lesser creator. His transformed creatures, birthed from flesh and blood of mortals, had been a mighty accomplishment, yet, in the end, they had all perished. If he had the power of the Green Stone, there was much more he could do. The question his sister asked almost made him smile; it told him she did not know where to begin. She needed him. “No,” he told her.

      Her expression never faltered. “Good. We begin our quest for the Green Stone. We will do this together.” Her eyes bored into his, warning him of what would happen if he resisted. “All three of us.”

      He wanted to ask her what would happen when they found the Green Stone. Would they duel for the power? Would she be content to split it three ways? He doubted it. No, he had to find the Green Stone first and absorb its power before he could fight his brother and sister. It was unfair how much stronger than him they were. He needed an ally, someone he could trust.

      “Where do we begin?” his brother spoke up.

      The Green People. If they had survived, they would know. Although he’d consumed the power from the Queen of the Green People before his banishment, he was still unable to see the future as they did. He cursed again. The Five Warriors. The Great Clyear of Power. They had all slipped through his fingers because he was alone. Never again would he attempt to take over the world alone. Once he found the Green Stone and consumed its power, he could leave the Four Worlds in the hands of the mortals or turn it into a paradise for the immortals. He would force his brother and sister to bow and inflict on them 100 years of pain. As fierce hatred surged inside him, he almost missed his sister's next words: “We are going to the Holesmoles.”
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      A hand clamped over his mouth, and Eliesmore woke in terror. His eyes bulged as he gasped for air. His chest exploded in agony as if there were knives inside of him, ripping his insides apart. Eliesmore whimpered through the fingers clasped over his mouth. “Quiet,” the voice ordered. A knife was at his fingertips, sawing away the rope and freeing his raw hands. “You can escape,” the voice went on. “Run. Run as fast as you can. Never stop.”

      Suddenly he was free. Eliesmore spun, but the guard who had freed him was faster. In a blur of darkness, the cloaked male disappeared, leaving Eliesmore alone in the dark. With a pounding heart and shaking hands, Eliesmore let terror and fear drive him as he ran, pushing past his pain and exhaustion and holding onto the words of his strange savior.

      Eliesmore did not know how long he ran. It could have been hours; it could have been days. His horror would not let him stop. He could have run in circles because it was pitch black. He tripped and fell over and over again, each time managing to get up and keep running. Eerie screams echoed around him, only making him run faster. He was underground, and it was cold, but even the chill did not stop him. His body was sore; he was hungry, exhausted, thirsty, in pain, and sorrier than he had ever been in his life.

      As he fled, he imagined terrible creatures coming after him, hidden in the shadows. He felt the Black Steeds chasing him. At times, it seemed like they breathed down his neck and in a second he would trip and they would capture him. His imaginary terrors only stimulated him to move faster. The pain in his arm, chest, and head began to increase, and he slipped on something and went rolling. He jumped up, his heart thumping wildly, and he stumbled again as he realized the ground inclined sharply upward. Panting and sweating, Eliesmore slipped and stumbled his way upward until he reached ground level. Far off in the distance, he thought he saw the twinkle of light. His mind must have been playing a trick on him because when he moved forward it was gone.

      Now he paused, looking backward and forward. He only saw darkness. He believed he was stuck in the underground tunnel. His wrong choices led him to destruction. Before long the Black Steeds would catch up with him, and it would be over. Frustrated, Eliesmore groaned as he moved forward; his feet hurt as he forced them to run. Every movement sent spasms through his wounded arm. He could not stop now.

      A few minutes more brought Eliesmore into the night air as he burst out of the tunnel. The wind stirred, drying his sweat as he turned towards what he thought was Shimla and he ran. Slowly his heart calmed down, his panic faded, and the pain threatened to overwhelm him. As the wicked castle faded into the background, Eliesmore found himself slowing into a weary walk. He pitched forward into the grass and slept.

      In the morning, Eliesmore woke to a sunrise. He dragged himself up and glanced behind, the sight of the dark castle in the distance brought the horrors of the torture chambers reeling back to his mind. His throat tightened as if the guard were holding his head underwater again. With a sob, Eliesmore was up and running again. In the afternoon, he reached a stream. He slid down the riverbank into it. The chill of the water numbed his open wound and parched his thirst. Feeling as if his body could not take any more travel, he climbed out of the stream and fell asleep on the riverbank, sweating hard and turning restlessly all through the night.

      Daylight spurred him on. He knew the world was dangerous; he had to get back to Shimla.

      Eliesmore walked on, feeling weaker by the minute, yet a deep peace settled in his heart. He looked down at his torn, wet, bloodstained clothes, and to him, they seemed brighter than the day before. A faint smiled tugged at the corners of Eliesmore’s mouth; he was a White Steed now, and a White Steed to stay. He was not excited about what he had to do, yet anything was better than being tormented by the Black Steeds in their horrible castle.

      He remembered when he was fifteen and Irnidrathe had taken him to see the crystallized waters. The voice had warned him his strong will could ruin his future, and he almost had let it. Yet his future was too sure for his life to end. Despite his mother, he had found the Jeweled Sword. He was returning to Ellagine despite not wanting to be the One. He was going to find adventure beyond the woods and bring the White Steeds out of living in hiding. He would be the answer to “Song”, and even as the thought scared him, it made him determined.

      As darkness fell, Eliesmore was not sure he would wake up and see the light of another day. His body felt like water, his arm throbbed with a dull pain, and his sleep was feverish. He dreamed he was back in Shimla with Ellagine and his Jeweled Sword. She explained to him what to do. Only when he woke, he was still alone. He got up; he was cold for the first time and shaking all over. He tried to make his feet run, but they would not obey him. As the day passed, his steps became more lethargic, until he saw another creek. He stumbled to it, and as he drank, he happened to look up, and he saw the dense forest of Shimla.

      Encouragement was all he needed. Instead of succumbing to sleep, Eliesmore stood up and forced himself to run. His vision blurred, his head felt it would explode, and his arm pounded with pain. He felt he could not breathe. If he could get to Shimla, he would be closer to Ellagine, and the cover of the forest would keep him safe. Just when he thought he would not make it, Eliesmore darted into the cover of the woods, tripped on a tree branch and sprawled on the ground. He could taste blood in his mouth and throat as he lay still, too exhausted to move. With one last effort, he rolled over and curled up, letting the fever take over.
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      Three days passed. Eliesmore did not know where he was or what was happening. He distinctly remembered being carried somewhere, and as much as he feared it was the Black Steeds again, he was too weak to fight. When he finally came to himself, he was lying in a bed of leaves and grass cushioned by the ground. His body did not hurt anymore. The air was gentle and no longer was he sweating and shivering. Eliesmore opened his eyes and sat up, feeling rested and whole.

      “Eliesmore. You’re awake.” Ellagine sat in front of him, smiling with relief, although her blue eyes were still wary of him.

      Eliesmore noticed he was back in the glade; the crystallized stream flowed before him, and the thick trees towered above him on all sides. His arm was bandaged, and he wore his torn tunic. Eliesmore turned to Ellagine’s kind face. “I’m sorry.” He hung his head.

      “You raged in your fever, telling us your story.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip in shame. “How long has it been?”

      “Three days with the fever. Yesterday you finally fell into a deep sleep.” She turned towards the trees. “I have one I would like you to meet. He found and brought you here after the fever took over.”

      Eliesmore raised his head as a young Cron came forward. He was five and half feet tall with straight blond hair that flopped on his forehead and barely touched his shoulders in the back. He wore dark green pants, a white shirt, and a dark green tunic, mirroring the colors of the forest. Strapped to his back was a quiver of white-tipped arrows, and in one hand he carried a curved bow. Eliesmore assumed they were close to the same age, give or take a few years. The Cron smiled as if he did not have a care in the world. “Hello, Eliesmore. I am Léthin the Optimistic; most people call me Optimistic.”

      Eliesmore was not sure how to express his thanks, but Ellagine spoke up before he could utter a word, admiration shining out of her eyes.

      “Optimistic is the Keeper of the Green Stone.”

      “The Green Stone.” Eliesmore gasped in awe as he looked at the Cron. His perspective changed. “What is it?”

      “You have never heard the legend of the Green Stone?”

      Optimistic gave Ellagine an inquiring look. She nodded. He sat down across from Eliesmore, reached inside his tunic for a bag, and untied the drawstring, pulling out a stone. It looked like glass yet shimmered green; the light shining out of it danced like ripples in the water as if it were alive. The stone was large, filling the palm of Optimistic’s hand. A green hue began to shine out of it. Eliesmore stared, his mouth hanging open, for he had never seen such a wonder, not even in the cave of jewels. The potency rippling off the stone filled him with dread; he dared not reach out a hand and touch it. The mere sight of it made him want to prostrate himself on the ground, for he was not worthy, yet he fiercely desired it. Mixed feelings surfaced, one as strong as the other; he wanted to snatch the stone from Optimistic’s hand and hide it from sight.

      “This stone,” Optimistic began, “was first mined by the moles who lived in the Holesmoles years ago. Although they found many jewels, they were nothing compared to the Green Stone and the strange light and power it holds. So, it was kept hidden from the Black Steeds and passed through generations of Treasure Hunters. When the Green People fled from the Western World and came to the South World, they told the prophecy about the One who will dissolve the Green Stone. The power of the Green Stone must be released before we can fight against the Black Steeds and hope to win. It is our light partly because it shines in the dark, and partly because if it is taken, the White Steeds will be completely destroyed with no hope of salvation. The Green Stone must be taken to the fountain of Idrain water in the Constel Heights.”

      Eliesmore nodded. “Where are the Constel Heights? The Idrains live here. Would not the fountain of Idrain water be close by?”

      Optimistic sighed, the joy fading from his face as he put the stone away. “No, the Constel Heights are on the other side of the Jaded Sea in the far west.”

      “Come,” Ellagine beckoned. “Let us look at the map.”

      The three of them moved towards the stream, and as they looked in the crystallized water, a map of the South World appeared. The South World was divided in half by the Jaded Sea, and Eliesmore finally found the Constel Heights. It was not only on the other side of the sea, but it was in the upper northwest corner. “That is far,” Eliesmore whispered in disbelief.

      “Yes,” said Ellagine, “which is why we are going with you.”

      Eliesmore’s face lit up as he looked from Ellagine to Optimistic. He wanted to embrace them. “You will?” he exclaimed, breathing a sigh of relief. “I know so little of the world. I don’t know how to be the One. I am the worst person to pick for this task.”

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic cut him off, “you will learn. You will be the leader someday, you’ll see.”

      “We will not be the only ones joining you,” Ellagine added. “Why do you think we have waited all these years? Others will come, most of them from our fortress in Sanga San. We will go to meet them. Once you are surrounded by warriors, we will set forth on our first quest.”

      Eliesmore smiled. “I thought I would be going alone.”

      Ellagine paused as if she would like to explain more. “Eliesmore, we only have a few days left. You see, the protective barrier that has guarded this land is fading now that you are of age.” Ellagine pointed to the map. “See Truemonix? You and I must go find Arldrine the Ezinck; she will have news for us. Optimistic, you must meet us there.”

      Optimistic nodded quickly. “Eliesmore, follow me.” He led the way back to the cave, leaving Ellagine standing in the glade alone. “We have to get you some new clothes, food, and your sword.”

      “That’s right, the Jeweled Sword.” Eliesmore snuck a glance back at Ellagine, ensuring they were out of earshot. “Ellagine saved my life by taking it.”

      Optimistic laid a comforting hand on Eliesmore's shoulder as they walked. “I know you are sorry about what happened, but you escaped, and it is in the past now. We knew you would return, and since you are here now, this is what matters.”

      Eliesmore nodded, at a loss of what to say as they reached the cave. He shivered at the thought of his escape and the stranger who had freed him. Those dark memories were best forgotten.

      Optimistic led him to a shallow passage and passed Eliesmore some clothes. They were green like Optimistic’s. Eliesmore quickly changed out of his torn, bloody clothes while Optimistic held the Jeweled Sword, waiting. “I’m sorry I did not bring traveling boots with me; you will get some when we reach the fortress. Here are a new belt and sheath for your sword. I took the liberty of sharpening it for you; it is truly magnificent.”

      Eliesmore fastened the sword around his waist, glad to have the weight of the steel swinging beside him. “Thank you. Why aren’t you coming with us?”

      “Your mother, she has been your protector. Ellagine suggested I go tell her what has become of you.”

      “You know about my mother?” Eliesmore froze in surprise.

      “Ellagine told me; she knows.” Optimistic passed Eliesmore a piece of parchment, berry juice, and a large feather. “Do you know how to read and write? Your mother would appreciate a message in your own words.”

      Eliesmore sat down to write, suddenly missing his mother keenly. He remembered falling asleep at night while she hummed a song or told him a fantastic story. The world did not seem so dark and dangerous under her care. For a moment, he wanted to go with Optimistic and see her again.

      He swallowed hard as he scratched out a note, wishing he could write more, but the parchment was small. His mother already knew he was the One, and she believed in him. She understood far beyond what she had told him. All his life he had known joy; she had not bothered to burden him with darker thoughts of the past, present, and future.

      Eliesmore handed the folded parchment to Optimistic who hid it in his tunic. He handed Eliesmore a pack. “Now go swiftly. I will see you in three days. Goodbye, Eliesmore.”

      “Goodbye, Optimistic.” Eliesmore turned to rejoin Ellagine as the forest shifted.

      “Come, Eliesmore.” She held out a hand, beckoning him. “We should run.”
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      “Wait here,” Ellagine cautioned as they entered the woods of Truemonix three days later. Eliesmore froze beside a broad redwood tree, tilting his head as Ellagine walked forward a few paces, her footsteps silent. The forest was old. Its trees were twice the size of those in Shimla, and gray roots grew about them. The silence was intimidating, and Eliesmore took quick, shallow breaths as he waited, his eyes darting back and forth. Were there eyes watching him from the underbrush? Would he be attacked by a creature leaping from above, crashing down on his head? His fingers closed around the hilt of his sword. He tugged at the neck of his shirt, and he took a step backward. The pungent odor of root and mold overwhelmed his senses, causing his eyes to water. Lifting an arm, he brushed at his face. When he brought his hand down, he saw a female striding towards Ellagine, her hips swaying seductively with each step.

      Eliesmore assessed her. It was evident she was an Ezinck, a people group most often found in forests. They were known for their strength and skill with the blade. She stood over five and a half feet tall with jet black hair hanging to her shoulders. It curled at the end, and Eliesmore could not help but follow the swoosh of her hair as she walked. Her skin was a blend of dark walnuts, ebony, and molasses, a stark contrast to Ellagine’s green glow. Eliesmore scratched the back of his neck as he eyes roamed from Ellagine back to the Ezinck, recognizing their beauty yet unable to compare them. His face flushed as he watched them exchange words, and he wondered whether most of his companions would be female.

      Ellagine motioned towards Eliesmore, and the Ezinck turned, the grim line of her face softening as Ellagine beckoned to Eliesmore, inviting him to join them. “I am Arldrine, at your service,” the Ezinck introduced herself, her voice laced with respect. She wore the same pattern of green clothes Optimistic wore and carried a bow in one hand. Strapped on her back was a quiver of white arrows, and in her belt, a bone-white dagger gleamed. “I will join your quest.” She bowed her head before lifting it to meet his eyes.

      Once again Eliesmore found himself unsure how to react. He had not grown up with friends and speaking to his mother did not take tact and respect. Dancing with the Iaen turned out to have little use outside of their realm. He was out of his comfort zone, forced to think of something appropriate to say to show her he appreciated her service. “Thank you. I am Eliesmore.”

      “Arldrine has information for us,” Ellagine explained.

      Arldrine nodded; her eyes narrowed as she took in their surroundings. “I will tell all when Optimistic comes.”

      “Arldrine, you know a safe place; let us move deeper into the woods,” Ellagine suggested.

      Arldrine spun on one heel, her boots spraying chunks of mud behind her. Eliesmore tucked his chin in and glanced over his shoulder towards the opening of the woods. A darkness passed in front of his vision, and he shivered. He had the vague sense a dark evil was following him. As he turned to follow Arldrine, his gaze met Ellagine’s. A question lay behind those deep eyes, and Eliesmore felt a flicker in his heart, although she said nothing.

      They settled deeper in the wood, leaned against trees, and made small talk as the hours passed. The shadows lengthened, and the last meal passed. Eliesmore found himself jumping at every slight noise in the thicket, swallowing nervously as they waited. As the sun set, they heard a rustling in the underbrush. Arldrine rose, holding up a finger for silence as she cocked her head. Cupping her hands over her mouth, she hooted out a low call, pausing briefly before calling again. Eliesmore ran his fingers through his hair in befuddlement, glancing from Ellagine to Arldrine. What was she doing? She sounded like a bird of the wild. The cry came drifting back, repeated three times. “That’s him,” Arldrine announced.

      A few moments later, Optimistic jogged into the circle, stopping with a grin on his face when he saw the three. Ellagine rose, and Eliesmore followed her lead.

      “Arldrine!” Optimistic cried. He moved towards her with his arms wide open and the two embraced.

      “It's good to see you again, friend.” Arldrine pulled back, a genuine smile lighting up her grave features.

      “Ellagine. Eliesmore.” Optimistic nodded in their direction. He swung his bow off his back and plopped down, cross-legged.

      “Optimistic, I did not know you had left the fortress until Ellagine brought word,” Arldrine remarked as she sat beside him.

      “Yes, in January,” Optimistic confirmed. “I knew it was time. I had to go, just like you did.”

      Arldrine glanced away into the forest, her voice quiet. “Have there been any attacks since I left?”

      “None. All who dwell there remain, waiting for our return.”

      Arldrine sighed; Eliesmore could not tell whether it was from relief or frustration. He scratched his head as he noted the carefree, effortless way Optimistic and Arldrine communicated. That must be what it was like to have friends, and he had none, only obligations.

      “Eliesmore.” Optimistic’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “I went to visit your mother and deliver the message. She was relieved to hear news of you and…” His eyes clouded over, and his face grew still. “She knew me.”

      “How is that possible?” Eliesmore murmured. Even as the words left his tongue, he realized his mother had a past life she had not told him about.

      “Arldrine, you have news for us?” Ellagine pressed.

      “We are in grave danger.” Arldrine straightened. The life faded from her voice as her fingers dropped to grip her dagger. “The Rakhai have risen up, and they are searching for you, Eliesmore, because you are the One. Optimistic, they are also hunting you because you are the Keeper of the Green Stone. The barrier of protection over these lands is fading; soon they will be on our trail.”

      Eliesmore felt a cold shiver of fear ripple down his back. “What are the Rakhai? How did they find out about me so fast?”

      “They might not know about you yet.” Ellagine waved her hand. “However, I knew when it was time to find you, they may have the same sixth sense. They have many spies, and your sword gives you away.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip, rubbing his arms. “Who are they?”

      “They are Monrages,” Arldrine explained, “eleven of them.”

      Eliesmore recoiled in horror as darkness began to creep over them. He’d heard the stories of Magdela the Monrage, one stronger than any immortal with a thirst for death. During her hundred-year rule, she had been clever and devastating, causing both Black and White Steeds alike to loathe her.

      “They ride great, black beasts,” Arldrine went on, “and possess unique power. In fact, I believe they are collecting more power for the Changers. More importantly, their mission is to stop us from reaching the Constel Heights.” Arldrine looked at the frightened and confused faces surrounding her. A hint of sorrow drifted into her voice. “I am sorry. I hate to be the bearer of evil tidings.”

      Ellagine stood, brushing her long hair back from her face. A green light shimmered briefly around her as a plan formulated. “We must go with all speed to Sanga San. The fastest way will be too dangerous, and the roundabout way will take us six more days. Four of us cannot stand and fight the Rakhai. We need Idrithar because he carries more power than I. We must go.”

      “Now?” Eliesmore asked in surprise as Arldrine and Optimistic rose.

      “Yes, Eliesmore,” Ellagine’s sharp voice stung as if she’d slapped him. “We don’t have time to sit around or sleep while the Rakhai search for us. We stop only when we are exhausted. Let’s run.”

      Night hid their journey as they fled through the woods, keeping an even pace to preserve their breath and energy. Arldrine led the way with Ellagine bringing up the rear, fear keeping them going. They did not know how exhausted they were until, a few hours before dawn, they came to the edge of the forest. There they stopped; each breathing hard. “Hide.” Arldrine gasped. “Sleep.” Eliesmore dropped where he stopped, not even bothering to take off his pack.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Midmorning sunlight woke Eliesmore. He blinked and sat up, feeling stiff from sleeping on the ground and cold from the morning dew, which had dried on his clothes. Optimistic stood a few feet away, juggling four apples and singing under his breath.

      

      
        
        “Under hill, under dell,

        Under sky, moon, and stars

        We will quest to the west.

      

        

      
        We will thrive; we will ride

        On the backs of horses white.

        Under barrow and under dew,

      

        

      
        We will go with great cause

        Down the range and up the heights.

      

        

      
        Under flower and under fountain,

        Here we go like falling thunder.”

      

      

      

      Optimistic caught Eliesmore watching him and stopped. His ears turned red as he tossed Eliesmore an apple. Suddenly feeling keen with hunger, Eliesmore took a big bite. “These are sweet,” he said in surprise. “Where did you get these?”

      “The world holds many surprises.” Optimistic laughed. “There. I’ve sung for you. What songs do you know?”

      “None like that one.” Eliesmore shrugged, thinking back to the years he spent singing and dancing with the Iaen.

      Optimistic paused before taking another bite of his apple, noticing the way Eliesmore’s expression changed to one of euphoria. “What do you mean?”

      “When I was young,” Eliesmore began, “the Iaen invited me to sing and dance with them…”

      Arldrine walked out of the woods, interrupting. “There you are; you’ll need something more to eat than just apples.” She tossed them something flat and hard, wrapped in a broad, green leaf.

      “What is it?” Eliesmore turned it over before unwrapping it.

      “Smoked venison,” Arldrine replied. “It may be a little chewy, but it’s filling.”

      Optimistic was already gnawing away at his, a little perturbed Arldrine had ruined Eliesmore’s beautiful tale.

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to reply when he thought he heard a sound. He stiffened, remembering the Rakhai were hunting them. “Let’s run!” Ellagine ran out of the forest. “No delay!”

      Questions were not asked and glances were not exchanged; the four set off as fast as they could. Arldrine led them southwest across a plain of grass, heading for the Jaded Sea, which was several miles away.

      At one point, Eliesmore glanced over his shoulder. In the distance, he saw dark shapes undulating over the plain towards them.  A cold bead of sweat ran down his neck, and his hands grew clammy. He forced his feet to move faster as sheer panic hit and his vision blurred. He knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, the Rakhai were behind him. As soon as he saw them, he knew. They could smell power and would hunt him down, regardless of where he went or whom he had on his side. The aura of the Great-Black-Evil had an acrid tang to it; its potency poisoned the air.

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to warn his companions and to call for help. Nothing but dry air escaped. A great hopelessness welled up from the pit of his belly, like fingers threatening to choke him. The Rakhai drew nearer, and he could see them clearly. They rode black stallions, white foam dripping from their mouths as they drove forward at a breakneck pace.

      A muffled whimper escaped his throat, and he saw Arldrine’s head whip around. “The Monrages,” she shrieked. “Ellagine, do something!”

      “There’s a wood up ahead,” Ellagine ordered. “Run to it!”

      “The Monrages will be upon us then,” Arldrine shouted back.

      Music struck Eliesmore’s ears, and he heard Ellagine lift up her voice and call, “Wistfes seftisws, mocteo etomoc.”

      Four white horses materialized out of the clump of trees and raced towards them, pausing long enough to let the four swing up on their backs. As soon as they mounted the horses galloped forward, widening the distance between them and the Rakhai. Eliesmore crouched low on the horse, holding on for dear life with his arms and legs. As much as he admired the strength and beauty of horses, he’d never ridden before, and he found the experience terrifying.

      A piercing scream of rage echoed over the plains, and Eliesmore cried out in fright. The Rakhai were moving in, closing the gap between them. He could see their black cloaks billowing in the wind and their long, wavy hair—black and transparent—streaming away from their white, hollow faces. There was nothing to stop the Rakhai from crushing all under the churning hooves of the Black Steeds. The world faded away and moved in slow motion.

      He saw a ball of green light shatter the air and burst into flames, dividing them from the Rakhai. The black stallions slowed, rearing up to escape the fire. The Rakhai stopped, watching the White Steeds race away before turning to gallop north.

      Eliesmore heard guttural shouting in a language he could not understand. He knew, for now, they were safe, but the Rakhai would regroup. They would return after they came up with another plan.

      The white horses swept onward, taking Eliesmore and his three companions with them. It was not until nightfall the horses came to a stop, and the four slid off their backs. They stood in the shadows of a few trees while the stars shone above. “Thank you,” Ellagine said. Her voice was soft again; the sharp, commanding edges were gone.

      “Call, and we will come,” one of the horses replied, “especially for the One. We must be off though; we would prefer not to meet the Rakhai again."

      Once the white horses were swallowed up by the dark of night, Eliesmore turned to Ellagine, Arldrine, and Optimistic. “Should we run on now?” he asked.

      Optimistic smiled. “And you didn’t want to go farther last night.”

      “I’m serious,” Eliesmore protested, not recognizing the teasing. “The sooner we get to the fortress, the better.”

      “You are right,” Ellagine agreed. “The Rakhai know our trail now. Once we reach the sea, we can lose them.”

      “Come on then.” Arldrine led the way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It took two more days and nights of running, snatches of sleep, and stolen bits of food before the four finally reached the Jaded Sea. It was magnificent. Its green waves rolled and splashed upon the ground. Then the waves raced back out to begin again. The creamy flow soothed the four after their long run, and that night, instead of pressing on, they slept by the sea, sprawled out on the sand.

      It was a peaceful evening, and Eliesmore dreamed of the Iaen and the creatures of the wood. He saw the stars, blazing across the sky; they were spinning and wheeling in their realms. As he watched, he realized the Iaens were no longer dancing, but they were living in hiding. Aware of this, he could almost hear the stars singing a long tale that twinkled with sorrow, blending together the eternal lights hovering over the South World. When Eliesmore woke, he felt somber; he sat up to watch the dawn. The sun cast colors over the sky, turning the sea into a fire as it rose.

      The others woke later and began to eat the first meal. Optimistic stood to smell the sweet air, whispering aloud, “Spring is coming.”

      “Spring,” Arldrine rejoiced. “Finally, come on.” She ran down to splash in the sea.

      Optimistic laughed and raced after her, light of heart. Ellagine smiled as she looked at Eliesmore. “Spring is in the air,” she said, and she turned to run into the sea as well.
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      March faded into April as the four ran along the coast of the sea. Spring arrived; only the flowers neglected to bloom, the grass failed to turn green, the butterflies hid, and the tree did not bud forth with flowers. On the third day since they had reached the sea, Ellagine stood on the shore. “We turn inland,” she called. “We can reach the fortress in fourteen days if we head directly there through the Land of Lock.”

      “Locherenixzes,” Eliesmore whispered. He was home again. He glanced from the sea to the land, but they were much farther down from where he had found the Jeweled Sword.

      “We go with all speed.” Ellagine led the way. “The water will not long cover our trail with its salty tang.”

      Arldrine sighed with regret as she captured one last glimpse of the Jaded Sea and its foaming secrets. “To the fortress then,” she said.
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* * *

      Another peaceful three days passed. Eliesmore found it easy to forget the fear the Rakhai brought. Each morning he woke ready to run through lands he’d never crossed before, and he found himself enjoying his adventure. The constant running was beginning to take a toll on his body, yet the excursion was similar to dancing with the Iaen.

      As they passed through the Land of Lock, the weather lost its mopey chill, and the sunshine warmed the air. One April day, a soft wind blew, forcing their weary eyes to close in sleep. Even Arldrine and Ellagine, the strongest of the company, instead of keeping watch, fell under its charm.

      Scattered trees dotted the countryside, stretching their lofty branches to the heavens. Open meadows surrounded them like a blanket, although the four slept in a boggy part of the land. Exhaustion threatened to leave them sleeping all day and night as well.

      Eliesmore tossed and turned, unable to get comfortable on the spongy ground. A warning pricked his conscience, yet each time he regained a state of wakefulness, his eyes refused to open. Mud and water flooded his senses, and the birds sang above him, lulling him back to sleep. As he entered the realm of sleep where the distinction between life and dreams was impossible to find, the warning pulled him back to the surface, refusing to let him down.

      “Leave me alone,” Eliesmore mumbled, turning over. As he did, he felt a distinct shaking. Eliesmore sat up with a start, pulse pounding and eyes wide open. He jerked around, searching for the source, but he only saw the tall trees and his companions, passed out around him. Why were they sleeping so hard? Were they bewitched? A raven perched on the branch above him, spreading its ivy black feathers and calling. Its squawks sounded like “Run. Run. Run.”

      Eliesmore swallowed hard as he stood; his hands shook as he reached for his sword hilt. He backed away from the spot he had lain in, wondering why he was so frightened. “Wake up!” he cried, his voice hoarse with fear.

      They slept on, unconscious of his voice.

      “Ellagine,” he shouted. “Optimistic! Arldrine! Wake up!”

      A yellow bubble rose up on the ground and gave a queer belch as it popped. Several more appeared, dotting the area where Eliesmore and his companions slept.

      “Wake up!” he pleaded again, running to shake Ellagine first, then Optimistic, and finally Arldrine. “Please, you have to wake up!”

      The ground rolled like a blanket being spread out. With one last slurp, it began to sink.

      “Marshswamps,” Ellagine screamed as she woke, her eyes wide in panic. “Run!”

      Arldrine sat up, dazed with sleep, while Optimistic rolled over, groaning. “Move!” Ellagine shouted as she held up her hands, waiting for her power to flow and stem the rise of the swamps.

      Arldrine leaped to her feet just as the ground turned into quicksand. “What nightmare is this?” Arldrine demanded as she struggled to free herself.

      “It’s no nightmare.” Optimistic struggled beside her, only succeeding in sinking deeper.

      “Don’t move,” Ellagine warned. “We’ll get you out.” She held up her hands again, her eyes darting across the landscape in a sudden panic. As she did, the marshes snuck up to her feet and dragged her in. "Something is wrong." There was an edge to her voice. "My powers aren't working. Something is blocking them." Holding up her hands again, she snarled, only causing an aura of green to glow about her.

      “Help!” Eliesmore shrieked to the wind as he stood unharmed. “Somebody, help us!” The words left his mouth as the marshy ground rolled up to him. He clutched at a tree branch, kicking as he tried to hoist himself upwards. He thought he had a good grip and was beginning to escape when the tree branch snapped and down he fell into the marshes, the sour smell of acid and sulfur burning his eyes. He opened his mouth to shout for help when he heard a steady thumping. Voices lifted in song drew near. Arldrine and Optimistic began yelling and waving their arms.

      The marching and singing stopped. Eliesmore looked up to see ten, stout, bearded males staring at them. They were only four feet tall with bushy, brown hair. When they saw the four sinking in the Marshswamps, they crossed their arms, swayed back and forth, and began to sing.

      

      “Novor Tur-Woodberry, Novor Tur-Woodberry,

      Please come and help our friends are stuck

      And sinking deep into trouble.

      

      Novor Tur-Woodberry, Novor Tur-Woodberry,

      They’re on your land, and you rule them

      So please come running quickly.”

      

      A seven-foot giant bounded across the meadow, carrying an ax in his hands. He held it up and bellowed. “Recede, recede oh Marshswamps of the Black Steeds. You are on my land. Release the prisoners and turn back!”

      Like a bad dream, the marshes ceased the deathly suction, erupting the four from its murky folds. The ground became firm, only leaving the travelers sticky from the foul swamp. Eliesmore backed away from the boggy ground, observing the giant who'd saved them. He was as thick as a tree trunk with sinewy arms and legs. His black boots were the size of tree roots, and his clothes were red like bark and green like leaves, giving him the appearance of having sprung from the trees. His beard and hair were the color of mud and were sprouting from his face like branches from a tree. Blue eyes twinkled as he threw back his head and roared with laughter. “That’s what they get for trespassing,” he boomed, leaning against his ax.

      The ten little men laughed as well and began to sing a merry jaunt, kicking up their heels and dancing in circles as they sang. “Novor Tur-Woodberry, Novor Tur-Woodberry.” They sang seven verses before pausing.

      Novor Tur-Woodberry spread out his massive hands; his blue eyes danced with excitement.  “Come and dine at my house,” his jolly voice boomed. “Drink my wine. Smoke my pipe. My Singing Men will lead you to the house hidden in the glade. The one without the door. The rain is sweet, and the grass is fresh. Come along!” He bounded away, giving them no time to answer.

      Dumbfounded, Eliesmore turned to Ellagine. She gave a light laugh. “There is nothing to fear from him.”

      Eliesmore waited for her to explain, but the ten men still stood before them. The first lifted his knees and marched away; the others followed him in a single file. Lifting up their voices once more, they began to sing of the greatness of Novor Tur-Woodberry.

      “Wow!” Optimistic whistled as the Singing Mean disappeared, taking their song with them. In the distance, they heard the low tones. Every now and again, fragments of a line drifted to their ears.

      “Novor Tur-Woodberry.” Arldrine beamed, a smile spreading across her somber face. “Tales speak of him and his Singing Men, although I assumed they were long gone from this world.”

      “I thought you knew all the lore of this world,” Optimistic teased as they walked, following the faint song.

      “I do know what tales say about him.” Arldrine cocked her head. “He is a great Dunithair, following in the same tradition as Marklus the Healer.”

      “Oh, I know about Dunithairs,” Eliesmore interrupted, proud to show off his knowledge about something. “They are the Watchers of this world. Dunithairs are a particular kind; they often own land and hold power.”

      “Well said,” Ellagine praised him. “Novor Tur-Woodberry is the Keeper of this land. I dare say we shall be safe from the Rakhai as long as we travel on his property. Perhaps he is the reason my abilities do not work here.” She muttered the last few words, holding out an arm and watching her green glow settle around her.

      “How far does his land reach?” asked Optimistic.

      “There is a great wood three days from here.” Ellagine dropped her arm.

      “Ah, I know of this wood.” Arldrine frowned.

      “Do we have to pass through it?” Eliesmore glanced from Arldrine to Ellagine.

      “Yes,” Ellagine replied absentmindedly. “Many strange creatures live there.”

      Eliesmore disliked the distant expression her face held, and suddenly he imagined he heard the neigh of a horse. Jumping, he narrowed his eyes as he looked back the way they had come. Dark and evil did not belong in the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry.

      Thick, lush grasses padded their steps like a carpet, allowing bright red and purple flowers to thread through it and create a colorful path through the meadow. Monstrous red trees sprung up, stretching their branched arms out to provide shade from the warm rays of the bright sun. Eliesmore could feel the pulse of the land in his chest—growing, sprouting, and coming to life as he walked through it. Thoughts of his quest, the horror of the Torsilo Quarts, and the evil Rakhai faded as he gazed in awe; he felt like one walking in a dream.

      Here plants grew twice as big than any he’d ever seen and stood strong as the winds danced through them. The sky was a deep shade, blushing between blue and pink as red and blue birds flew across it, blending with the colors. Hills rose and swelled before Eliesmore’s eyes. He stood with his mouth open, pointing a finger, too astonished to say anything at all. A silvery breeze laughed as it ran through the grass and flowers, causing mischief with its dance of light. Songbirds chirped to each other in the distance, passing the tune of the song the Singing Men sang from tree to tree, so that all might hear and praise the greatness of Novor Tur-Woodberry.

      Ellagine halted and pointed to a circle of trees that grew before their eyes and visibly swayed as they took up the song of Novor Tur-Woodberry. Suddenly, all living creatures seemed to sing, even the grass—there must have been Zikes there—and the flowers. Snow-white rabbits the size of foxes leaped through the air, ears twitching in rhythm to the tune. The sweet nectar of poppy and herb imbued the air as hummingbirds fluttered to dip their long beaks into the delicious goodness.

      Eliesmore tried to see how many birds he could recognize as they moved forward again. He saw robins, cardinals, sparrows, swallows, chickadees, and blue jays building their nests. Brown squirrels with streaks of gray in their fur ran through the thick carpet of grass, chattering above the song. A weasel, wiggling its nose as it watched the strangers, stood up on its hind legs. A chipmunk scurried into its hole, scolding at the merriment in the land.

      As if these small wonders weren’t enough, Eliesmore heard a roaring, thundering sound, like something falling and crashing and dashing. Within it was a voice, and when it spoke, his heart dropped and he knew he had to know. He took a deep breath and the fresh air shot into his body like an arrow. Every muscle in his body drank it in until he felt himself grow.

      He walked like one in a dream, knowing he had found paradise, the Land of Lock. It was a place where the world was different, and evil was shut out. Here they could cease worrying about the Changers and Monrages. With each step, Eliesmore felt lighter, and he was sure if he leaped over the growing hills, he would find himself taking flight.

      The four went up a hill. At the top, they found a singing waterfall and watched it go bubbling and leaping. It almost danced down to join a river. It twisted away eastward, continuing its song as it went. The waterfall came from a stream that stretched west as far as the eye could see. It came with great joy to cast itself down and down, crashing into more water and on.

      As Eliesmore stood with Ellagine, Arldrine, and Optimistic, staring into the brilliant water, he heard a voice singing. He was sure he saw creatures swimming in the current, leaping down the waterfall, like fish diving, as they shouted with joy. Despite the determination of the world to turn everyone’s mind bitter, they seemed genuinely happy. Eliesmore smiled as he watched the water creatures, but the song the Singing Men sang pulled him and his companions onward, like fingers leading the way. Eliesmore sighed as he gazed at the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry, wishing he could stay for the rest of his life.
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      They left the bubbling waterfall and went on until the sound of it was nothing more than a distant rumble. Meanwhile, the song the Singing Men sang became louder, and the words they sang became clearer. A hill dipped down before them, and at the bottom, they saw a cottage. It perched in the middle of what might have been a glade, although no trees surrounded it. Instead, small green bushes circled the hut and grew out in four lines like a compass pointing north, south, east and west. The grass was a blend of two colors: emerald green and white straw. In the middle of the odd landscaping, the circular home sat with wisps of smoke curling out of its chimney. It had an old, weather-beaten look about it, and the roof was made of thatched straw. The sound of singing came from within, and the four approached it slowly, searching for a door.

      

      
        
        “Here we are, here we are

        The home of Novor Tur-Woodberry.

        The grass is fresh; the smell is sweet.

        Welcome, welcome.

      

        

      
        March to the door.

        There is no door.

        Find the initials,

        Friend or foe.

      

        

      
        Friends are welcome;

        Come and dine.

        Wipe your feet, and name your business,

        Friend or foe.”

      

      

      

      As they walked up to the hut, Ellagine gave a silvery laugh. “Eliesmore, find the mystery of the door. Don’t tell him Arldrine.” Optimistic looked just as amused, but he stayed quiet. “And Eliesmore,” Ellagine added. “Don’t be afraid to ask Novor Tur-Woodberry questions. There is much he knows.”

      Eliesmore nodded, peering at the stone. All the walls were smooth, and like the song said, there was no door. As he studied the hut, Eliesmore noticed grooves on one side. Reaching out his ran his fingers over them, noting they made out the initials N.T. He pushed against them, but it was solid stone. All was silent, even the song ceased. He looked to Arldrine, who shook her head slightly. Her eyes danced with mischief while Optimistic nodded encouragingly at him. “Well, here goes.” He pursed his lips and called out, “Friends.”

      An archway appeared, opening into the hut. Novor Tur-Woodberry beamed down at them. A golden light made his rich beard gleam, and his smile threatened to split open his face. “Come in, come in!” he boomed. “The feast is ready; the food is hot.”

      He stood aside while Ellagine, Arldrine, Optimistic, and Eliesmore entered. Suddenly, their travel-stained clothes seemed clean again, and the exhaustion from their journey melted away. Novor Tur-Woodberry turned, and the archway disappeared. Instead of walls, brown tree bark rose on all sides of the room like a forest canopy, meeting the broad leaves and branches that hung down to stroke their heads. Moss and grass clung to the walls, slumbering in the presence of greatness. The sweet fragrance of fresh rain enveloped the air like a lover and a golden light beamed down upon them. Its hues were soft and inviting, calming their hearts and minds as it shone.

      In the middle of the room, a heavy oak table was set for fifteen. Each of the Singing Men stood beside a seat, swaying and humming under their breaths. Each chair was carved with a beast of the wood or a treasure of old. One carving was of a lion on its hind legs, roaring. Another was of a winged horse taking flight. Yet another was a sword swinging into action, light blazing from its blade. Eliesmore thought he saw each carving come to life, moving for mere seconds. When he blinked, all was still again.

      “Welcome to my home. Come in, sit down, and meet my Singing Men,” Novor Tur-Woodberry rumbled in his earthy tones. His voice reverberated across the room like distant thunder resounding before a storm. As they walked to the table, stealing curious glances about, only Ellagine seemed to be completely at ease. It was a moment before the intoxicating whiffs of food reminded Eliesmore how hungry he was for a good meal instead of dried meats and rare fruits.  As soon as they were seated, Novor Tur-Woodberry commanded, “Eat!” They fell upon the food without a word.

      The table was heaped high with fat sausages dripping with sauce, roasted ham with pineapple strewn across it, and trout from the stream stuffed with apples and bathed in lemon and garlic. Thick strips of bacon with a sweet and crunchy topping decorated each place while beside everyone sat a glass of wine. When Eliesmore sipped the drink, he found it fresh and light, as crisp as an apple yet sending sweetness tingling through his body. A basket of fruit appeared at his right side, heaped with apples, oranges, grapes, and cherries. Pies whizzed past him, thick with vegetables; their flaky crusts were unable to hide the juicy bites hidden inside. There were sweet loaves of bread and nutty slices of bread, corn dripping in milk, and dishes Eliesmore could not name, even if he tried. As he ate, he felt himself growing and flourishing. Even before he wished for more, it appeared on his plate, and his wine glass stayed full, brimming with the sweet elixir.

      Finally, he grew still, leaning back in his chair and sipping his wine, while music played on a harp, humming in the background. Eliesmore sighed. This is what adventure should be like: a narrow escape from the dangers beyond the forest and a satisfying meal at the end of the day. He never knew food could taste so good nor fill him with such abundance. It seemed his chair grew deeper, and there were arms on it now. He sank down into it. He was full, at peace, happy, and safe. It seemed to him time was nothing. He closed his eyes as a light surrounded him.

      When he woke next, he was still in his chair. The table was gone, and he sat in front of a roaring fire. Optimistic sat to his left, twirling the stem of his wine glass between his fingers, a look of utter satisfaction lay on his face like an enchantment. Arldrine sat to his right; her dark lids were half shut as she watched the rise and fall of the flames. Ellagine sat beyond Optimistic; her head bent forward. Her shoulder shook. When she lifted her face to brush at it, Eliesmore saw anguish and realized she was crying. His heart dropped. He wanted to rise and go comfort her, but the soft cushions of his chair held him fast, making him feel like he never wanted to move again. Besides, how could she be crying at the house of Novor Tur-Woodberry? They were safe. Nothing could harm them. What was wrong with her? He watched her green light shimmer, folding around her like a blanket. Suddenly he felt like an intruder thrusting himself into an intimate moment, and he turned his eyes away.

      A magnificent chair sat in front of the fire, facing the four. A moment later Novor Tur-Woodberry appeared, holding a curved pipe. “Oh ho,” his deep voice rumbled as he sat. “So, you have awakened, and I have news for you.”

      He stretched out his mighty legs, looking very much like an oak tree. Reaching into the fire, he lifted a twig, alight with flame, and lit his pipe. Tossing the twig back into the fire, he puffed on his pipe. The room became smaller as the walls came nearer, leaning in to hear what might be said around the fire. The floor was carpeted with green moss, cushioning their feet, while the flames crackled and leaped, licking up the wood around them.

      After a while, Eliesmore struggled upward in his chair, still hearing music from harps and the friendly flames of the fire. “Novor Tur-Woodberry,” he started, “if I may ask, who exactly are you and where did you come from?”

      Novor Tur-Woodberry continued to puff, creating a cloud of smoke before blowing it away. Minutes passed, and just as Eliesmore was beginning to feel embarrassed for breaking the silence, Novor Tur-Woodberry spoke. “Novor Tur-Woodberry they call me, and here I was sent to rule this land. Long ago, before song begun and tales were spoken, this world was created, and creatures of many kinds began to thrive. As the years passed, Changers rose up, creating all sorts of mischief and misdeeds. I was sent to take charge of this land and balance the powers of good and evil. This land I keep alive and growing with the power that is given me. I take care of the wild plants, letting the live ones remain while the dead are taken away. Many animals reside here because I keep evil off of my lands. This is a safe haven for White Steeds, and Black Steeds rarely come near. Yet if they do, I hurry them off my property so not to harm others. I am a Dunithair, and my ten Singing Men are Fúlishités. We know much of the wisdom and wealth of this world so ask me. I know many tales and songs of old. But first, tell me young White Steeds how you came to be hereabouts. The One and his companions should be far from here.”

      Eliesmore felt a tightness in his chest at the reference to the words of prophecy. He glanced from Optimistic to Arldrine in discomfort. They only nodded, encouraging him to speak. “You are correct.” Eliesmore swallowed hard. “We are White Steeds, and I do carry the Jeweled Sword. Our mission is to dissolve the Green Stone, and we are on our way to the fortress to take others with us. Only, since the Rakhai have arisen, our journey has been consumed with trying to escape their clutches.”

      “This I know.” Novor Tur-Woodberry took his pipe out of his mouth, and his expression turned grave. “There is more.”

      “Tell me,” Ellagine interrupted, her face distraught. “Tell me what is happening in Shimla; I can feel it.”

      “This is what I must say.” Novor Tur-Woodberry sat up and leaned forward. His intense gaze searched the faces of his guests. “The barrier of protection that has lain over this land has fallen, allowing the Rakhai to penetrate it and strike hard. A dark rampage was let loose, enabling them to knock the defenses of the White Steeds almost out of existence. They are seeking the One and the Keeper of the Green Stone. They are bent on destruction. Only it seems the One is stronger than they initially thought, and they had to turn away. Black Steeds were sent out, raiding the forest in Shimla and killing many. Some escaped, and, even as we speak, many are fleeing towards the Pillars of Creation. The west, I fear, has gone black. Here in the Eastern Hill Countries, there are still as many as hundred White Steeds. The fortress is the only safe haven left.”

      “As many as a hundred White Steeds?” Arldrine gasped, rising halfway out of her chair. “This cannot be true!”

      Eliesmore discerned the impact of that statement as he thought of the world. Surely there were thousands of people living in the South World. How could so few be White Steeds?

      A profound silence swept over the room as the gravity of their situation sunk in. The music was gone, and even the fire silenced its voice. Eliesmore blinked and saw spots of darkness covering his vision, blocking out everything else. Ellagine’s face was a mask of grief, Arldrine sank into her chair in horror, and even Optimistic put down his head, hiding his stricken expression. A whirlwind of thoughts tore through Eliesmore’s mind. They had failed before they started; the Black Steeds had almost achieved their goal. They could not win with only a hundred White Steeds on their side. Where was the army? Where were those in hiding? There was no point in going on to the fortress or dissolving the Green Stone. There was no point in gathering an army, which would be beaten before they could march out to fight. The darkness of the Black Steeds had come much further than he had ever imagined. The beast would rise up out of Rededak, and it would not matter if one were a Black Steed or White Steed, the world was doomed. The light had gone out; the end was near.

      “It can’t be,” Eliesmore whispered. No one heard. It was as if he was in a dream. The Rakhai were coming; they would be ripped to shreds. The fear and torment were more than he could bear. He stood up, shaking as a line of “Song” came to him: “They will come out and rejoice, for evil had been receded…” And then he was back in the home of Novor Tur-Woodberry, sitting with his stricken companions in silence. Even Novor Tur-Woodberry’s face was grave.

      Suddenly light illuminated the room, casting golden light into every dark shadow. Daelidrains circled the air above them. “Peace,” they whispered, touching every heart and wiping every tear away. “When the night seems darkest, the light shines the brightest. Do not give up before you have begun to fight, move forward, take up the mission, complete it, and never give up. The King and Queen of the Land are on your side.” With these last words, they disappeared as quickly as they had come, and there was silence yet again.

      Eliesmore sank into his chair; his eyes were wet. The fire shuddered as he took a deep breath and let it out again. The warm crackling began again, and music played far away. A deep peace and then a certain sense of determination filled the air.

      “Ah, little White Steeds.” Novor Tur-Woodberry’s booming voice was gentle like the wind in the reeds. “You have quite a journey ahead of you. Your goal is to be swift. You must protect the treasures you carry as you travel through this world. It may seem dark now, but even as we speak, a great many creatures from the Western World have sensed the plight of the South World. They are sending help, and our numbers will increase. While we wait, we must continue onward. I will warn the White Steeds living on my land. You four must reach the fortress without meeting the Rakhai.”

      “Should we go now?” Arldrine made as if to stand.

      “No.” Novor Tur-Woodberry’s grave face turned into a wreath of smiles as he chuckled. Sitting back in his chair, he folded his large hands, and his eyes began to sparkle. “No, one night will not be your undoing. Besides, it is too dangerous to go now. Ask, and you shall know. Clear away the sorrow because now is the time for some entertainment.”

      The room had trees again. It was wider now, and the Singing Men came in. They sat around the room as great lords in a hall of council. Novor Tur-Woodberry took his pipe out of his mouth and began to sing. His singing men hummed the bass notes as Novor Tur-Woodberry sang of the quest and the lengthy journey through hill, rock, mountain, and molehill. When he finished, Novor Tur-Woodberry put his pipe back into his mouth. He puffed away for a few minutes as the song was echoed by his Singing Men. “That is your journey. That is your song and then some.” He nodded.

      Eliesmore wondered what he meant, but he did not ask. Instead, he listened as Ellagine, now looking herself again, spoke up. “Tell me of the west.”

      “The west.” Novor Tur-Woodberry's low voice rumbled comfortingly. “It is a terrible land; its beauty was destroyed when the Black Steeds took over. Alas, I do not know of any White Steeds there. Werivment is the place ‘where the rivers meet,’ and it is a haven for White Steeds. Black Steeds do not dare to enter that place, and yet White Steeds will not cross the land to go there. The waters travel swiftly out to Oceantic because the Under Water World people will not stay there either. Close to there are the Constel Heights where the Green Stone is to be dissolved. The Black Steeds keep a vigil guard, and one of the Dark Three lives there as well to keep ‘Song’ from coming true. The Cascade Mountain Range is the barrier between. You must be careful upon crossing. See that you do not trust anyone and keep the Green Stone out of sight because it will only bring more danger and trouble to you. One of the Dark Three rules in Silverslidersidell, which also holds the entrance to the Holesmoles and goes up to the foot of the outer Cascade Mountain Range. The Holesmoles is a forbidden place. There is a door above ground to enter, that looks like a thick tree. It is a whole dark underground world with many paths and few ways out. The moles and voles have long since been vanquished by tall fighting creatures that have always lived underground. You should not go near the Holesmoles if you value your life. As you know, your journey is of great peril, and you must be wise; one wrong doing may cost your lives.”

      Optimistic, who had not said a word since they had entered the house of Novor Tur-Woodberry, sat up. “At least it is possible.”

      “Possible?” Novor Tur-Woodberry burst into laughter at the absurd thought, rubbing his belly and shaking his head. “On the contrary, it is impossible. All the same, you go on.”

      It grew quiet again. Novor Tur-Woodberry went back to smoking his pipe. The Singing Men pulled out theirs and took turns inhaling as Eliesmore and his companions absorbed what they had been told. The Singing Men lifted their voices, singing the legend of the Green Stone. When they finished the song, Novor Tur-Woodberry stood. “You look tired,” he told his guests, “come with me and rest.”

      The Singing Men continued to hum as Novor Tur-Woodberry flung open two doors. Beyond the doors were two beds of twigs and leaves with blankets of moss and grass. “Come along. Come and sleep. Quite comfortable you will be.” Novor Tur-Woodberry ushered Arldrine and Ellagine into one chamber and Optimistic and Eliesmore into the other. “Sleep peacefully,” he called, “dream consistently.”

      Eliesmore dropped upon his bed. He was sure he would be awake for a moment, turning over the strange events of the evening in his head. A second later he was fast asleep while music echoed through the golden house of Novor Tur-Woodberry.
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      Eliesmore dreamed he was sailing on a ship shaped like a swan; its sails were white and the curves of its bow were golden. The waters he sailed on were unlike any other he’d ever seen. They came alive and parted for the ship. Waves lifted like fingers to carry him to his final resting place. Rain drifted in rainbow colors, caressing his face like soft, white feathers. They covered the ship and the water he was sailing in until petals danced everywhere he looked. Ahead he saw a shimmering curtain, shining with a light so magnificent he could barely look at it. Creatures flew around it, singing an unearthly song that sent shivers down his spine. As Eliesmore watched, the curtains seemed to be the rain itself, misted in rainbow. He leaned forward in anticipation as tears of joy streamed down his cheeks. The curtain parted. Before he could see what lay beyond, the dream faded.

      At dawn, Eliesmore woke refreshed; he heard the ten little men singing in the distance, their song praising the attributes of Novor Tur-Woodberry. He sat up and glanced over at Optimistic, who was holding the Green Stone in the palm of his hand, a strange expression on his face. “What is the matter?” Eliesmore asked.

      “Look.” Optimistic’s gaze did not move from the stone, and a green glow settled on his face. “I did not understand how great our journey is and the mission to dissolve this stone. It has been deemed dangerous and impossible. Yet we, ordinary people, are called to go.”

      “Yes, this is true.” Eliesmore nodded, unsure what else to say.

      “Some are born with power, like Idrithar and Ellagine. Some are born warriors, like Zhane and Dathiem. And then there are others like us, who do not know their real strength until they are tested and tried.”

      “It is like the Heroes of Old.” Eliesmore put in. “No one knew the Five Warriors would save the Western World. Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his Companions were brave and stopped the civil war.”

      “Along the line, someone always gave up his or her life to ensure the salvation of their world,” Optimistic finished.

      “Yes.” Eliesmore scratched his head, not understanding his full meaning. “Others have already been slain, and we have not reached the fortress yet.” He fastened his sword around his waist. “We should go.”

      He opened the door and saw a room filled with the golden-yellow rays of sunlight streaming in. The song the Fúlishités were singing seemed far away, but much closer were beautiful creatures. Their hair was long and as bright and bold as the light from the sun. Silvery feathers fluttered on their feet, and they wore clothes of white and blue. It seemed as if light shone through them as they moved through the air. Eliesmore gawked, enchanted; his face was warm as he observed them. They looked nothing like the creatures of the wood he'd danced with when he was young, although Iaens varied. There were three of them, and they stood still as statues when they saw Eliesmore watching them; their eyes were the only parts of their bodies that seemed alive. They motioned for him to come out because a table was set with fruit and sweet bread.

      As Eliesmore sat and the strange creatures joined them, Eliesmore found he was quite curious about the ever-changing home of Novor Tur-Woodberry, his delightful food, and the entertaining guests. “Who are you?” he asked the creatures.

      “We are Mermis. I am Indonesia, and these are my companions: Sletaira and Leaka. We came from the Eastern World twenty-five years ago and took up residence in the fortress of the White Steeds. We have come to visit Novor Tur-Woodberry and hear what he would say before we return.”

      Her dark lashes blinked in curiosity as she stared at him, and he got the sense she had seen mysteries and knew many secrets. Eliesmore let his thoughts roam as he recalled what old tales were told to him regarding Mermis. They hailed from a place where there was no fight between the Black Steeds and White Steeds. There was no call for hiding and sneaking through the land, always looking over a shoulder. They sat before him, an inner light shining out of their stoic faces, and Eliesmore felt his heart grow still. A gradual realization crept over him, reminding him of what he had to do, the long road ahead, and what would be chasing him. The cold hand of fear surrounded his heart, and the chill made him shudder. “What made you come here?” He reached for a sweet bread that was covered with a sticky nectar that had nuts on top of it.

      Indonesia smirked, a secretive smile dancing on her face. “If you must know.” She glanced slyly at her two companions. “It was because of Cuthan the Adventurous.”

      “More like Cuthan the Charmer,” Sletaira interrupted with a giggle.

      Eliesmore perked up. “Wait…you knew Cuthan the Adventurous?”

      “We used to live in the Eastern World,” Indonesia explained. “Before the rise of Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and Queen Phyllis, Keeper of the Clyear of Power.”

      “You are the same Mermis from the tales! How can that be?” Eliesmore dropped his bread in surprise. It rolled face down on the floor where a line of ants calmly began to clear it away.

      Indonesia glanced at Sletaira and Leaka. “Should I tell him?”

      Leaka nodded, hiding a smile with her hands. “I never tire of hearing the reactions.”

      “Please don’t.” Sletaira rolled her eyes. “I’m tired of hearing about your father.”

      Indonesia sighed, turning back to Eliesmore. The flirtatious grin was gone from her face. “Our Father told us to search for the One. At long last, we have found you.”

      Optimistic burst into the room seconds later, adjusting his quiver on his back. His paused mid-stride when he saw the Mermis. “Oh, I did not know you were here,” he breathed, a welcoming smile spreading across his face.

      “Optimistic.” Leaka stood, showing off her long legs. “Join us.”

      “You know them?” Eliesmore glanced from the Mermis to Optimistic in confusion.

      “Yes.” Optimistic sat down beside Eliesmore and began to heap his plate with fruit. “We live in the fortress together.” He turned to address Indonesia. “Did you tell him?”

      “We come from the Western World,” Sletaira explained, “we are children of the great Heroes of Old.”

      “More specifically?” Optimistic encouraged.

      “My father, may he rest in peace, is known throughout the land as Crinte the Wise.” Indonesia bowed her head in reverence. “These are my cousins, children of Marklus the Healer, the first Watcher.”

      Eliesmore’s eyes grew wide, and he stared at them dumbfounded. “But…but…how…” he sputtered. “Your fathers? That was well over 200 years ago! What were they like? How did you come be here? How old are you? I must know.”

      Indonesia laughed and stood, her long, dark hair swishing behind her. “We will meet again, Eliesmore. For now, it is an honor to finally meet the One.”

      Leaka and Sletaira joined her and bowed. As they did so, Ellagine and Arldrine walked into the room. A few seconds later, there was a hearty laugh, and another hidden door was thrown open. Sunlight streamed in behind Novor Tur-Woodberry and his Singing Men as they walked into the room. “Ready to go?” he called, a jolly smile spreading across his broad face.

      Eliesmore stood reluctantly, wishing his conversation with the Mermis had not been interrupted. The Mermis were the first to leave, nodding at Ellagine and Arldrine and exchanging a few words with Novor Tur-Woodberry before disappearing with a brief farewell. As they ran through the door, Eliesmore saw them mount winged horses and wondered why he couldn’t fly away with them.

      Ellagine led the way outside. She called, “We should go. The Rakhai will be on our trail. They have gotten a head start. By the time we reach the boundary of Novor Tur-Woodberry’s land, and enter the forest, they will be with us.”

      “I have helped you,” Novor Tur-Woodberry boomed. “They will no longer be able to follow your scent on land, even though they have a general idea of where you are going. I will hurry them into the forest, which is a three-day journey from here. As long as you are on my land, you will be safe. I must warn the inhabitants though that they are passing through; the time has come to flee.”

      “Thank you,” Ellagine replied as the others gathered around to give their thanks and farewells.

      Novor Tur-Woodberry laughed. “Maybe if all goes well we shall meet again? Eh? Go out, and do not fail.”

      The four took off and headed towards the thick forest while Novor Tur-Woodberry waved until they were little more than a blur among the grassland and he was a tree in the distance.

      The land seemed different; it was no longer brilliant and growing, or maybe the magical effect was lost as warnings of darkness took hold. As Eliesmore ran, he thought he heard the cry of the Rakhai in the distance, and a profound foreboding overtook him. Even in the safety Novor Tur-Woodberry’s land, he thought he saw a dark mass to the north, racing ahead of them to the forest. Once again, the Rakhai were going to catch up with him. Horrors twisted through Eliesmore’s mind. The Rakhai held the power of the Great-Black-Evil, and their destiny was to destroy him and the Green Stone. Already they were succeeding, less than a hundred White Steeds were left, and Eliesmore dared not think of what would happen should he fail. Precious memories rose before him: nights spent dancing with the creatures of the wood, listening to his mother tell him stories of Heroes of Old, and laughing in the rain while she spun him round and round. He recalled the glorious sights he beheld in the forests of Shimla and the songs the Iaen brought forth on their clever tongues. He remembered being young when the world was still bright, and he had no knowledge of good and evil. Those times were not to be anymore because the woods held the silence of a forgotten place. Those who sang and danced had been destroyed.

      Eliesmore knew his mission was to restore not only the times they had had before, but also to bring about a better life for those who called the South World home. His mind traveled back to tales his mother would tell him. When he was little, he would sit in her lap and sometimes play with her long hair while she whispered stories. He remembered his eyes wide in awe as she told of impossible deeds, and he would ask for them again and again. The Five Warriors had set out to find the secret that the ruler, Sarhorr, harbored, and because of their deeds, the Western World reunited and found peace. Maybe he could be the One to complete impossible quests and bring peace to the South World. Surely the King and Queen of the Land had a purpose, and they would not forsake the South World. Yet Eliesmore could not remember any story being so dark; the terror the Rakhai brought surpassed all he had heard.

      Eliesmore glanced over at Optimistic, and his heart relaxed. Optimistic would be there, his voice encouraging him every step of the way. After all, he was the Keeper of the Green Stone. Fear did not fill his heart; only hope looked out from his eyes. He turned his eyes from the blond Cron and looked at Ellagine, his first friend. Her long, transparent hair streamed out gold behind her, and for the first time, Eliesmore realized she carried no visible weapon. He knew she held power; would it be enough? He glanced at Arldrine, careful to only look at her face. She was sure and steady, always moving onward yet harking to any knowledge that was brought to her. Eliesmore was grateful his companions were with him; his worst fear was being alone in the heart of evil.

      Only when night fell, did they stop for the last meal and to sleep. Eliesmore felt restless all night long, knowing the Rakhai were not far away and already were devising a plan. He felt a deep dread of the boundary line forest. Nothing good could happen there.

      In the morning, the air was foggy, and Eliesmore found hoof prints in the soft ground. The Rakhai had been circling them, and for a moment, he thought he saw dark shapes. He closed his eyes, breathing in and out to calm his mind before standing up. His clothes were wet and clammy and clung to him. He pulled out his sword and moved forward, the jewels sparkling vaguely in the fog. The dark shapes were there no longer; maybe he had imagined them. Eliesmore put his sword away, his hands trembling. He took a deep breath and turned back to where his friends were sleeping only to find Ellagine awake and watching.

      The day passed in a haze, although the fog was not thick enough to block their passage. Often, they stepped in deep hoof prints, and although they did not intend to follow them, the hoof prints were going the same way. A meeting would be inevitable. The knowledge they were on Novor Tur-Woodberry’s land could not keep fear out of Eliesmore's heart; even the fact that the Rakhai were obeying the law of the land and waiting until the boundary line forest did not calm him.

      By afternoon, the sun had dried the fog, and a thick, dark line of the trees could plainly be seen. Eliesmore kept his head down, watching the ground under his swift feet and not the blurred line. When they stopped for the night, Eliesmore drew alongside Ellagine. “Is there another way? Do we have to go through that horrible forest?”

      “No,” Ellagine whispered. “I’m afraid not. We have to get to the fortress as quickly as possible. The woods are long and wide; the quickest way is through them.”

      Eliesmore’s shoulders dropped. He was resigned to whatever would happen in the woods. Even as he watched, he realized why. The Rakhai dared not attack them while they were safe on the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry because they would be in danger of their lives. The words of Novor Tur-Woodberry were law, and everyone on his land had to obey his words. His land was a safe haven, and although the Iaen had tried to do the same with Shimla, their power was not strong enough. In the boundary line forest, there was no law; the Rakhai could do what they liked without reserve.

      In the morning, the four got up and began their last run through the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry. The forest beckoned to them, looming tall and powerful with every step they took. The thick oak and pine trees stood tall and forbidding, dripping with evil. Enormous evergreen trees appeared black rather than green with their multitude of permanent leaves. Eliesmore did not turn back; they were going through because they had to. Fear stilled his heart. It was on to the boundary line forest.
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      Evening drew near as they entered the forest, stealing the dim light of the setting sun. It shut out the faint moonlight that dared to shine and even the kind glimmer from the stars of the heavens. Trees grew close together, their branches interlocking and hiding their deeds from the outside world.

      Eliesmore’s imagination ran wild as he entered the sinister forest. Clawed fingers reached out for him, and he ducked. He found it was only a misshapen tree branch. A dark shadow drifted past him; his eyes widened as he thought he saw a mounted rider, one of the Rakhai. It was only the trees. A small noise in the underbrush made him jump, a bird taking flight jerked his head upwards, and he watched the dark skies in fear, although he could see nothing. Nocturnal creatures growled, defending their territory from the hunt of the night.

      Eliesmore had not gone more than a few feet in the forest when he felt absolute misery. He peered back into the blackness from whence they had come. Novor Tur-Woodberry’s land was gone as if it had never been. Dread filled Eliesmore’s heart.

      There was a rustling in the underbrush; leaves flew as an animal ran for shelter. Eliesmore jumped, and his hand flew to his sheath. How could he be the One, the Great Conqueror, when he was afraid of his own footsteps? He imagined the One as a strong warrior, not someone who barely knew how to hold a sword, let alone use it to bravely defend himself and his comrades against the onslaught of evil. The farther he went, the more fear threatened to ice over his heart. How could he dissolve the Green Stone? How could he defeat the Black Steeds? The world was wild; the Changers were almost wholly in charge. Why was he born to be the One to save them all? If he reached the other end of the forest, met the few White Steeds who were left, and dissolved the Green Stone, he would need strength.

      Night cast a quilt of gloom over the forest. Ellagine called for a halt, her green shimmer muted in the dark. They sat down in a clump of trees to eat the last meal while Arldrine cast worried glances at their surroundings. Optimistic opened his mouth to say something encouraging, but the forest was oppressing and silenced his words before they left his tongue. Ellagine was still as a statue, listening to the discernible hush, which seemed to be a warning of nothing more than the impending hostility of the forest.

      “I don’t like this.” Arldrine crossed her arms, protecting herself from unseen assailants.

      Ellagine sighed as her eyes met Arldrine’s. “Get some sleep. I’ll keep watch.”

      Eliesmore curled up on his side, cushioning his head with his arms. He closed his eyes. Try as he might; sleep would not come. The eerie silence of the woods kept him awake, and the knowledge of a growing evil in the shadows pricked his mind. Whenever he opened his eyes, all he could see was the vague shape of Ellagine standing against a tree, watching and waiting. He could hear Arldrine and Optimistic breathing deeply and wondered how they could be sleeping. Time passed. He sat up, still feeling as if a deep menace were surrounding them. Suddenly Ellagine was beside him. “Eliesmore,” she whispered, her face so close to him he felt her nose bump his ear. “You should rest.”

      “I know.” Eliesmore turned to face her, the darkness around his heart increased, pounding out failure. “But…tell me the words to ‘Song’.”

      She sat down beside him, her green glimmer soothing him, and her words curled around him like an embrace. He felt them like a lullaby his mother would sing to calm the fear in his heart.

      

      
        
        “When the terrorizer of the Black Steeds and White Steeds,

        Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

        When everyone has gone and hidden in the land down South,

        Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

        Conqueror of Evil.

        He will come when he is young.

        He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

        He will dissolve the Green Stone.

        Where he goes, the people will no longer live in hiding.

        They will come out and rejoice.

        For evil has receded, but not completely destroyed until the end of Time.”

      

      

      

      Eliesmore fell asleep listening to those words, and they filled his mind with peace and strength. The night passed, fear abated, and the silent watchers gathered. As the thin light of dawn drew near, brightening the blackness of the forest, they began to approach. Ellagine, tired after a long and silent night, sensed them first. She stretched her ears, whispering a warning to the others in her language, compelling them to wake with the power of her words. The moment they left her mouth, she knew she was too late; they had slipped past her guard.

      Eliesmore woke, lying on his back. His pack lay beside him, and as he reached for it, he realized the fear of traveling through the boundary line forest was gone. Something had woken him up; the memory of it was fresh in his mind. He turned his head, searching for it, and found himself looking up into Ellagine’s face. Only, it wasn’t Ellagine. She was tall and unnaturally thin. Her face was hallowed as if the skin had been stretched taut over her bones. Her skin was both black and white, a mixture that made her appear like she was morphing and changing, yet something paused the transformation. Her eyes flashed black with streaks of red through them as she gazed at Eliesmore, a mixed expression of adoration and terror rippling over her features.

      The hood of her dark cloak was thrust back, allowing her transparent black hair to hang long and loose. In one motion, the Monrage pulled out her sword. Black horses moved on it, racing in place with their eyes red. Chills ran up and down Eliesmore’s spine, and he opened his mouth to scream or shout for help, yet nothing came out. An invisible evil reached out its hands for him, and as he looked into the dark eyes of the Monrage, he knew she was involved in something sinister.

      “Eliesmore!” the scream ripped from Ellagine's throat.

      Eliesmore came to life and rolled over as the Monrage sank her sword into the ground instead of flesh. Leaping to his feet, Eliesmore yanked his sword out of his sheath, throwing himself off balance with his quick movements. Regret flashed through his mind as he realized he’d never fought before, let alone against a Monrage.

      The Monrage curled her fingers around the hilt of her sword and drew it from the ground like one pulling an arrow from a bleeding wound. Her eyes met Eliesmore’s and then roamed over his body, searching for his weaknesses. Clouds of darkness gathered on the edge of Eliesmore’s vision as the Monrage flexed her bare hands. If her fingers folded around his neck, she would crush his windpipe in one motion while her cold eyes stared into his soul, savoring each second of pain she gave him.

      The moment her sword was free, the Monrage spun, twirling the sword through the air and driving its glinting end toward Eliesmore’s heart. With surprising quickness, Eliesmore blocked her blow. Without hesitation, she swung the flat end of her sword toward his head, intending to cleave it off in one sweep. Eliesmore saw the movement and thrust his sword in the way, throwing his weight behind it. The Monrage snarled, and one red eye winked at Eliesmore, even as her lips curled upward in a hideous sneer. Quickly they maneuvered—up and down, this side and that side, always in circles—until Eliesmore began to have the feeling that maybe he could not fight. Perhaps she was toying with him.

      In his peripheral vision, he could see his three friends moving in an awkward dance as they warded off the other Monrages who stepped out of the woods. Optimistic was shooting arrows, but they had no effect. The Monrages advanced, their swords in one hand while the other warded off arrows. Arldrine had her bow and arrow ready. When a Monrage got too close, she ruthlessly drew her dagger. Ellagine shimmered with pale green light, an arch covering her like a shield. Lifting her hands, she called: “Ilidifurthien, reihturfidli!” A sword appeared, shimmering pale green as it hovered above her waiting hands. Ellagine snatched it from the air and advanced on the Monrages, brandishing a green fire.

      Eliesmore noticed the Monrage he fought was becoming more aggressive. Her sword seemed to be in three places at once, and the strength at which she swung her lethal weapon jarred his bones. Sweat dripped down his face, dripping into his eyes and soaking his shirt. He was unsure how much longer he could hold the Monrage at bay when he heard a pounding in the wood. Out of the dark trees, seven Monrages materialized. They swung off their mounts with barely a sound, flipping through the air like it was water. Their black and white faces glowed in glee as they surrounded the four, swords strapped to their sides and black-tipped arrows on their backs. Long bows were tied to their backs, freeing their hands for the next part in their deadly game.

      The Monrage fighting Eliesmore stepped away from him, retreating toward her companions and sheathing her sword as she went. Eliesmore paused in confusion, clutching his sword as his chest heaved. He wiped his mouth as he turned in a panic. He watched the Monrages back away, circling him like a lion that flirted with its prey before devouring it. They lifted curved bows off their backs, drew black-tipped arrows, and took aim.  When they loosed them, instead of arrows, black light streamed toward Eliesmore.

      It twisted, it twirled, and it multiplied. Eliesmore saw the Rakhai were using their hands, and light flowed through their fingers, swirling onwards. He could hear their victorious laughter over the fear that threatened to choke him.

      “No!” He swung his sword hard; he couldn’t let the black lights touch him. Ten were demolished by his sword. He swung the other way, knowing the black light held power that would make him bend to the will of the Rakhai. Ten more were destroyed. Thirty of the black lights slammed into his body. He flew through the air. At some point, he lost the grip on his sword, and he landed with such an impact that his breath left his body. In a fog, he heard a shriek from the Rakhai as they received black-light-swords. Eliesmore struggled in vain on the ground as a paralyzing pain gripped his body. When he tried to lift his head and roll over to his side, his body screamed in agony as if he had been beaten all over. The last thing he saw, before he was plunged into darkness, was a Monrage driving her black-light-sword into him.

      Eliesmore screamed as he passed into the shadow land, yet even then he was aware of the Rakhai. Heat seared his flesh while the ice-cold sword drove into his body, ripping and tearing. Teeth chattering, he shook with chills as his torture began. Dimly he heard Ellagine shouting, “Wistfes seftisws, mocteo etomoc” as she began to use her powers to drive the Rakhai away. The world withered as the pain in his side took over, and the Monrage started goading him.

      “You are not the One!”

      Ellagine drove two Monrages away; they mounted their horses and galloped off in a northwest direction.

      The Monrage snarled at Eliesmore. “You are not the One.” He knew she was holding his Jeweled Sword, even though he could not see it. “You do not have your sword, and we have more power than any of you. You are weak and afraid; we are strong. Nothing stands in our way. We will kill all the White Steeds.”

      Four Monrages galloped off, one to the northwest and three to the northeast.

      Eliesmore gasped for breath and found himself panting, his heart threatening to give up. The air was too thick for him to breathe. If only he could escape from the torturous sword.

      “Admit it.” The Monrage’s voice twisted through him like rope, binding and choking. “You will not die just yet I shall turn you into a Monrage, and you can see for yourself…”

      “Stop,” Eliesmore moaned, striving to drive away the sound of her voice even though it rumbled through him, dragging life away. The Monrage, who was clearly enjoying herself, pushed her sword down deeper into Eliesmore until she reached bone. Eliesmore’s green eyes grew wide and then rolled white. He gave a gasp, swimming in a sea of blackness beyond the extent of the Monrage’s power, and then he was gone.
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      Ellagine spun in a green fury, her eyes darting to where Eliesmore lay. The wicked Monrage crouched over him, turning her black-light-sword in his shredded body. Ellagine saw him exhale, and the life drifted from him. She watched the wisps of his soul float upward, and a tidal wave of wrath swept over her. She wanted to kill the Monrages; nay, she personally wanted to hunt them down and rip them to pieces with her bare hands. She felt her lovely face twist into pure hatred, deeper than any emotion she’d ever know. Lifting up her voice, she roared, and her aura of green shimmered twice as bright. With absolute hatred, she turned on the five remaining Monrages.

      One pulled her sword, stained dark red, out of Eliesmore’s body, allowing his crimson blood to flow in rivers into the ground. Ellagine leaped on top of the Monrage, kicking the Jeweled Sword out of her hand. The Monrage grew a crown on her head and sent out black shafts of light. Ellagine raised her sword of green fire, opened her fist, and released a blow of power. The Monrage stumbled backward, lifting her fingers to counter the blow. In her fury, Ellagine did not feel herself weakening. They were both using different extremes of power, yet suddenly they both used the same measure, and it was as if hot and cold had clashed. The ground began to shake, and a black and white whirlwind arose, two strong forces battling.

      At that moment, a profound change took place in the South World, and everyone in all the Four Worlds was frozen in awe. The only person who did move was Ellagine; she snatched up Eliesmore and sank to her knees, feeling her power drip from her body. The Monrages turned to flee, and as they did, their horses fell dead before them. They ran on with their swords out, killing any that happened to be in their path. The White Steeds continued in their flight; the Iaens that escaped slaughter were able to reach the shore and struck out for the beyond, searching for the Pillars of Creation. While they went, eleven white horses, sent by the Daelidrains, entered the South World.

      When the Rakhai disappeared, a deep sadness swept through the land. Many were slain in their wake because the Black Steeds were not fair in any of their ways. If the One could not live and go on to dissolve the Green Stone, then no one could, and not just the South World, but all the Four Worlds would perish. Then it would be too late to fight back, and life would come to a dreadful halt. The Changers would rule the worlds, and there would be a tortured end for the people groups and mortals. It was Ellagine who understood those things, and hot tears poured down her face as she held Eliesmore, even as he grew cold in her arms. Optimistic came forward and took him from her while Arldrine reached out to steady her. A heavy sadness descended on them as they sat, bereft, in the wood.

      The Iaens left the South World. The land of Novor Tur-Woodberry and his Singing Men grew quiet. Darkness and hopelessness were at its peak for there were less than fifty White Steeds alive in the whole South World. At that crucial moment, there was only one voice and one heart that held on to the words and believed them to be true. The voice sang out, slowly, gently, and clearly. A song of hope twisted through the air, dissipating the evil fumes that surrounded them. It was the song Novor Tur-Woodberry had given them, and Optimistic sang the words like a cure as they lay in the forest, where life flowed into the unknown.

      Ellagine’s blue eyes met Optimistic’s, even as she leaned against Arldrine and felt her strength fade away. “You still find hope, even in the blackest moment.”

      Optimistic said nothing at all as he continued to hum. Ellagine lifted her head from Arldrine’s shoulder and saw a flash of gold. She gasped and, gathering what was left of her strength, stood. Arldrine held on to her as she struggled, recognizing she’d spent too much of her power. It would take some time to recoup; Ellagine had to be careful. She opened her mouth, and a name drifted out: “Glashar.”

      The golden light paused and moved closer until a Falidrain appeared. Her eyes were round with terror; her pale face was streaked with a combination of blood, tears, and dirt. “Ellagine,” she whispered, her voice trembling as she crept toward the wounded company. “You must run. They have come to destroy us.”

      Ellagine pointed at Eliesmore. “Please. Please save him. He is the One.”

      Glashar’s face darkened into an unreadable mask as she stared down at the blended male. Her gaze roved over him and returned to Ellagine’s. “He is dead.”

      “You have the power. Please. I would not ask this if I could. Save him. He is our hope. He is the One.” Ellagine fell to her knees, hands clasped before her. “Glashar, think of this world. Think of all you have lost and all you could gain. Please.”

      Glashar paused, an inner turmoil within her as she observed what had happened there. “Ellagine. My powers fade.”

      “Save him,” Ellagine beseeched her. “Save him. You owe me that. At least.”

      Glashar remained still for long moments. At last, she took a breath, clenched her fists, and opened them. A golden fire appeared on her fingertips, and she walked toward Eliesmore.
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      Eliesmore woke. His throat was dry, and his eyes were sticky. He coughed and swallowed, stretching his fingers. He was astonished to find himself alive. He felt his face; it was still there. His side was bandaged and throbbed when he touched it. He sat up, assuming he was still in the boundary line forest, yet it seemed he was alone. He stood, allowing the balance to return to his body. His fingers closed over the hilt of his Jeweled Sword, which had been returned to his sheath. As he clenched it, he felt a stubbornness rise within. He was the One, and he would do as “Song” said, even with the risks it entailed and the evil chasing after him. He wondered how he had escaped with his life and where his friends were. He stumbled in circles, feeling his strength return. As he did, he saw he was not quite as alone as he’d thought.

      A female stood before him, so slender it seemed a mere breath of wind could blow her away. She was only about four feet tall with fair skin and long, light golden hair. “I am Glashar the Falidrain.” Her words were like waters tumbling down a waterfall.

      She wore a white shirt and green tunic as he did, yet she wore a flowing skirt. A quiver of white-tipped arrows and a small bow lay across her back. A tiny bag was tied about her waist.

      Eliesmore stared at her.

      She motioned for him to sit, and she sat across from him. “I was escaping from the massacres the Rakhai initiated when they went through Shimla, raiding and killing many of my kind, the Idrains.” She began as if she could read the questions in his mind that lay unasked on his tongue.

      “I simply thought of escaping and going to the Beyond with the others. Yet, a thought held me back.” She paused for a minute, her eyes misting over as if that thought held her back once again. “I ended up here, finding Ellagine, Optimistic, and Arldrine right after the Rakhai fled. Once here, I realized my powers were not in vain. I was meant to help you because you were nearly dead and already passing. The Rakhai would have claimed your soul and then you would have…” Glashar paused, sucking in air through her lips. “In a way, you would have become one of them.” Her eyes were lost, staring off as if she were reliving the moment. “Ellagine was upset. She used all her power to drive the Monrages away. She was exhausted, and what she had done was not enough. This is why I am here. I was given a limited amount of power, the ability to stand between life and death. I have wielded great powers in my day, but the more I use it, the more it fades. I used up all of my remaining power, stretching it to its full extent to bring you back because you are the One. Now you will heal and grow strong.”

      Eliesmore felt humbled. Something had kept her from fleeing to the Beyond and had thrown her into his path to heal him. “Thank you,” he whispered. “Thank you.”

      “What more could I do?” Glashar stood, her large eyes unwilling to display emotion. “You are the One.”

      An uncomfortable silence followed. Eliesmore rose, unsure what else he should say. The Idrains were uncanny, as easy as it was to sing and dance in their presence, when it came to the grave happenings in the world, he did not know how to react.

      “Eliesmore!” Optimistic’s hand landed on his shoulder, spinning him around. “We thought…” A huge grin covered his face. “We thought you were gone, and now you’re back, alive again!”

      Before Eliesmore could respond, Arldrine ran up beside him. She seemed more of a serious one, but her joy was unmistakable. “You’re alive.” She flung back her head and laughed with relief. Optimistic joined her, his deep-throated chuckle dissipating the gloomy aura of the forest. Eliesmore took a deep breath. Their joy was intoxicating, and he found himself laughing, knowing the fate from which he was saved. The next thing he knew, both Optimistic and Arldrine were embracing him, patting him on the back and asking him how he felt. When Eliesmore lifted his head, Ellagine was there.

      Arldrine and Optimistic fell back as Eliesmore walked up to Ellagine. There were tears in her eyes, and she twisted her fingers together, like a child who made a mistake and was begging for forgiveness. He wanted to reach out and comfort her. He wanted to tell her it was all right; he had been saved. Instead, unless words fell from his mouth: “Thank you.” She knelt, touching him gently as if he might break. When she was sure he was okay, she lay her head against his warm chest and held him tight.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They decided not to travel farther that day, giving Eliesmore time to eat and regain his strength. “What happened?” Eliesmore asked as they lounged in the forest.

      Ellagine sighed, letting her exhaustion fleeing between her lips. “It was all quite terrible.” She shuddered. Her eyes were strained as if she had seen too much and hadn’t slept for days. She described what happened after the Monrage stabbed him and Optimistic’s comforting song. “There was nothing I could do.” Her voice broke. “You turned cold, which was strange because the Monrages burn first and then freeze. I think going backward made you worse. You would not wake up, and we couldn’t tell if your heart was beating. You were cold as death, and I could do nothing.” Tears filled Ellagine’s eyes, and her lips trembled. She brushed them away impatiently and went on, her voice sinking. “I never thought the day would come when I was powerless to help you. I thought the quest would fail and you would die or become something horrible. I thought the end had come and we would all be given over to the power of evil to be tormented forever. But Glashar came. Using her powers, she waged war against the Great-Black-Evil. They had already taken you by then, and she fought long and hard to win you back. As she gained the upper hand, the cold slipped away, and now you are warm and alive…” She broke off, emotion overwhelming her.

      “Yes.” Glashar sat apart from the others with her arms folded. “I do not know what lasting effects the encounter with the Monrages will have on you. Only time will tell.” Her eyes were pensive as she gazed into the dark wood. Pulling herself together, she sat up straight. Worry left her face. “When Ellagine fought the Rakhai, there was a shift in the balance of power. The Monrages lost their horses but were seized with strength. I am afraid they killed many White Steeds. The Iaen continued in their flight to the Beyond; however, eleven horses, the swiftest in the land, were brought here by the Daelidrains. These are the things I saw as I fled through the woods. There is more. The Xctas and Zikes of the Western World are on their way with a great company of Mermis, descendants of Crinte the Wise and Marklus the Healer. The Silver Herd from Spherical Land is bringing them here to help us. They will come and persuade Black Steeds to become White Steeds and fight with us. It will take them anywhere from six months to a year to arrive because they have only just started. It gives us hope, knowing help will come even in this dark world. Eliesmore, if your quest is not completed, the Four Worlds will sink. You have a task similar to the Five Warriors except it is far greater. The world is in your hands, even though there are evil powers you cannot see. Do not be discouraged because there is hope. You are the One. You can defeat them all, which is why I am coming with you.”

      Eliesmore’s eyes widened in surprised as he looked at the Falidrain. There was an ethereal, golden glow about her, and he could almost see her lost powers floating above her in waves of glory. How could it be that she would give up her flight to the Beyond and join a quest that would cost her everything?

      “We need eleven to go against the Rakhai.” Ellagine interrupted his musing. “We will go to the fortress and take with us all those who are left if they are willing. We must go with all speed.”

      Arldrine nodded. “Tomorrow we shall be out of this dreadful forest.” At Eliesmore’s surprised look, she added, “We went far while you were healing.”

      Eliesmore touched his side, the pain continued to lessen into a dull ache. “What is all this power between the Black Steeds and White Steeds?” he asked, eyes flickering from Ellagine to Glashar. “I do not understand.”

      “There are two different powers.” Ellagine lifted her hands, palm up. “Light and dark. Good and Evil. The Changers uncovered dark powers and taught the way of the Great-Black-Evil to the Black Steeds. There is also light power given to White Steeds to use for good to keep the balance. The Black Steeds use their power to stop anything that might happen to benefit the White Steeds, and the White Steeds use their power to stop the Black Steeds from stopping what might happen. That is the simplest explanation, though there are different levels of power. I have the power of combat; I used it to chase away the Rakhai. Glashar has...had the power of life and death; she used her gift to heal you. Powers are only given to the few because some are unfaithful and others are not trustworthy. It is given for different reasons. Some are chosen, and others are not. I know it is a great responsibility; ones with power must be wise in all they do.”

      “I see.” Eliesmore studied each of his companions in turn as if seeing them with new eyes. They had known the risks when they joined his company; they did not have a prophecy forcing them into an impossible quest. Their faces were exhausted, yet they were willing and unselfish. Shame pricked his conscious as again he remembered his rude treatment of Ellagine and how he had run away. The worst had happened to this small group, yet they were still there.

      “There are many mysteries in their world.” Glashar untied her bag and pulled out several shiny, green leaves from the magnificent land of Novor Tur-Woodberry and his Singing Men. She wove them into a crown and placed them on her head. Pain and evil faded, and even the grimness of the wood waned. “I remember the nights when the Idrains used to sing and dance together.” Her face turned up in a euphoric memory, dreams of it whispering through the wood. “When the sun came up, we would sing and dance away to our home, the green havens. Many suspected we went there to sleep. However, we gathered in our beautiful kingdoms that nary a Black Steed could find.” The joy evaporated from her face like clouds hiding the light; it was replaced with longing. “The Idrains have left this world. They feared the Rakhai and left their kingdoms in ruin. One day, Eliesmore, when you have completed your quest, better times will come. In the past, we sang and danced for many nights. We feasted with food and drink under the light of the stars. When the Green People of the Western World came, they took us to new heights of glory. ‘Song’ was foretold yet none dreamed it would affect us, the immortals, the Iaen, the Idrains. Alas. Magdela the Monrage sprang from our midst. She was the first Iaen to join the Black Steeds, except for the Wodnidrains. She told all the White Steeds beautiful secrets and all the Black Steeds dark ones, and the South World has gone wrong ever since. You can restore it Eliesmore. Not to what it was, but you can make it far greater and far better.” She motioned with her hands, encompassing the five of them that sat in the glade. “We will help you.”

      “Yes,” Eliesmore whispered, “help me bear this burden.”

      “We will,” said Ellagine, “we will.”

      Deep down, Eliesmore knew he was alone. The others might come with him, but it would be his responsibility to dissolve the Green Stone and lead the armies of the White Steeds out to fight. Doubts flooded his mind as he thought of the complexity of his mission. What if there wasn’t an army? Glashar had said the armies of the Western World were coming. What if they never made it? What if they drowned in Oceantic? Every day some calamity happened to make his quest impossible. What if he failed? What if he lost his friends to the Black Steeds? How could they achieve the impossible? The Five Warriors had, but they already had a large army willing and waiting for the call. Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his Companions had stopped a civil war by going to the North Forests. There they slew Magdela the Monrage and faced a great dranagin. Perhaps he too could do the impossible and conquer the world. His eyes met Ellagine’s as he came out of his musings. “When do we move on?”

      “At dawn,” Ellagine responded. He could see a ring of redness around her eyes, and worry pricked his mind as she finished with a sigh. “Glashar and I are weak; we must sleep.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The rest of the afternoon Eliesmore spent lying on the ground staring up into the trees. The others had gone to sleep away their exhaustion and recoup their diminished powers. They had carried Eliesmore far, and none of them had slept at all the past two days. Thinking of his narrow escape, Eliesmore put a hand on his bandage. The pain had faded, leaving only an old ache. Closing his eyes, he drifted back to sleep.

      When he woke next, Optimistic was awake. He sat cross-legged in front of Eliesmore and pulled the Green Stone out of his tunic. Instantly, green light flooded the wood and shone in their faces, turning them a brighter green with the strange power it held. The green light shimmered, and as Eliesmore stared at it, he noticed there was golden light as well as silver shining within. Optimistic held it out toward Eliesmore like a gift.

      “But you are the Keeper of the Green Stone,” Eliesmore protested, desiring and dreading the stone.

      “Yes, I know. Just hold it,” Optimistic encouraged, holding his hands out. “Since we were talking about power today, you should feel this. It is the greatest power in this world.”

      Wordlessly, Eliesmore touched the stone. It was smooth without the slightest mar in it. Growing bold, he picked it up out of Optimistic’s hands and held it in his own. The stone was heavy, and yet he began to feel as if light were flowing through his veins. He lifted his eyebrows in surprise as he glanced at Optimistic.

      Optimistic smiled. “I told you it holds power, and when it is dissolved, the power will take over you, and you will be unstoppable.”

      “What about you?” Eliesmore inquired. “You carry the Green Stone. What will you receive?”

      “Eliesmore.” Optimistic waved his hands as if he had been trying to tell him something over and over again. “I would do anything for you to get nothing back. I will carry the Green Stone all the way to the Constel Heights and protect it because I am its Keeper. You will receive the power because you are the One.” There was not the slightest hint of jealousy in Optimistic's voice, only genuine humbleness. “Great are the rewards of Heroes and those who lay down their lives for others,” he finished, his face alight.

      Eliesmore listened to those words and, gazing with awe from the Green Stone to Optimistic’s face, realized what a great friend he had.
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      Eliesmore woke before dawn, feeling refreshed, revived, and ready to travel on his own two feet. He stood, trying not to be rough on his mending body. Finding his pack, he shook Optimistic awake. “Come, let’s wake the others.”

      Optimistic opened his mouth wide, yawning. He stretched before he snatched up his pack and led the way to where Glashar, Ellagine, and Arldrine were sleeping on the other side of some trees. “Eliesmore.” He scratched his head at the empty glade. “They were right here.”

      “Yes.” Eliesmore spun around in confusion. “I could see them from where we slept. Where have they gone?”

      “Maybe they just left for a moment and will be returning to wake us,” Optimistic suggested. Then he shook his head. “That wouldn’t make any sense. Let’s just look around for a bit.”

      They crept through the sinister forest, inwardly blaming it for misplacing their friends. Eliesmore strained his eyes, staying close to Optimistic and wishing the forest were brighter. The light of the Green Stone would be helpful in their search, yet it was too dangerous to pull out. Optimistic paused abruptly, and Eliesmore bumped into him. “What is it?” he whispered, eyes darting upward.

      “Look!” Optimistic knelt to examine the ground. “Footprints.”

      Eliesmore squatted beside him, taken aback by what he saw. A booted front print was stamped into the mud; the size of it made his heart quail. It was at least two feet long. “Are there more?” Eliesmore asked, his voice hoarse.

      “Yes, let’s follow them.” Optimistic crept forward, his eyes on the ground. “Maybe the owner of these footprints took our friends.”

      Eliesmore felt a lump in his throat as they continued into the thicket. What were they following? What kind of monster would be waiting for them at the end? Just when he opened his mouth to protest, he remembered that he was part Cron. Lust for adventure ran through his veins, and the words he spoke next were filled with venom: “Let’s get our friends back.”

      The trail led them farther into the murkiness of the woods, and a smoky haze muted the dim light as the trees thinned. Optimistic motioned for Eliesmore to stay behind him as he crept stealthily toward the sound of a fire, crackling and popping. In fact, when Eliesmore strained his ears, he realized the fire was singing a nasty song:

      

      
        
        “Crackle! Pop! I’m getting hot!

        Ready, ready to turn them tart.

        High I go; you stack the wood.

        Up I’ll fly to the roasting stick,

        Roast the creatures! Crackle! Pop!

      

        

      
        Smoke billows rise high in the sky.

        Tell everyone in the forest.

        Let them smell the cooking pot.

        Squish them! Squash them!

        Now the bones slide out nicely.”

      

      

      

      The fire continued to sing its carnivorous song. Optimistic nudged Eliesmore and pointed. The owner of the footprints lumbered into view, carrying a massive pot. It was a twelve-foot-tall giant with dark hair that stuck out from his face like a willful cloud. His muscular, bare arms were covered in hair, as was his face. He paused for a moment to drop three people into the pot before dragging it toward the fire. Eliesmore glanced at Optimistic who already had a white-tipped arrow in his bow. “Let’s go,” Optimistic whispered.

      Eliesmore yanked his Jeweled Sword out of its sheath with such force his side began to hurt again. He hissed in pain as black spots danced before his eyes. When his vision cleared, he saw the fire dancing as it sang its naughty song. Pursing his lips in displeasure, he scanned the clearing for ideas. When his eyes landed on a cracked bucket of water, he took a deep breath and put his sword back away. With a rush of adrenaline, he snatched up the bucket of water, ran to the fire, and threw it over it. The song the fire sang puttered out as it sunk to glowing embers. Eliesmore nodded with satisfaction as a shadow fell over him. He turned around and looked up into the scowling face of the giant. “I am the Olgla Man!” the giant bellowed, the roar of his voice shaking the leaves on the trees. “I have my tribe, and we do whatever we like in this forest. You must be punished for destroying my fire!” He dropped the pot he’d been carrying. A second later, Arldrine climbed out, giving Glashar and Ellagine a hand.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Eliesmore saw Arldrine sprint over to where her bow and arrows lay. Apparently, the giant had taken their weapons while they slept.  He could see Optimistic had an arrow trained on the Olgla Man. Feeling confident, he pulled out his sword and aimed the sharp point at the giant. “You took my friends. I have come to take them back,” he replied, proud of his calm and even tone as he addressed the giant. He could be a leader after all, and he straightened his shoulders, his head swelling with pride.

      “I am hungry,” the Olgla man thundered down at Eliesmore. “You deprive me and my tribesmen of a meal!”

      “Find something else to eat,” Eliesmore ordered, waving his sword like he was swatting away a fly.

      “I captured them, and I have every right to eat them,” growled the Olgla man, crossing his arms as he failed to notice his potential meal escaping.

      Arldrine and Glashar had recovered their weapons and now lifted their bows, arrows ready to fly. Eliesmore took a step backward. “We have our weapons. Now, if you will excuse us...”

      He took another step backward, intending to take his friends and flee into the woods when the Olgla man turned to the trees behind him and shouted: “Tribesmen!”

      Eliesmore paused mid-step; his eyes widened as six giants, ranging from nine to eleven feet tall, marched up behind the Olgla man, three on each side. They wore animal skins, some with heads still attached. Each tribesman was armed with a long knife for killing and a shorter knife for skinning and eating. Each giant held a bow in hand, and in every bow was an arrow that was pointed at Eliesmore and his companions. Eliesmore opened his mouth and closed it again, knowing one wrong move would mean he and his friends would be skewered on the edge of those arrows. “You win,” he forced the words from his mouth, hanging his head in defeat.

      The Olgla man threw back his head and roared. “That’s what I like to hear,” he boomed.

      “But.” Eliesmore put out his hand to stop the uproarious laughter. “You may not eat us.”

      The Olgla man frowned, his bushy eyebrows meeting in the middle of his broad face. “What is there to stop us from eating you?”

      Eliesmore had no response. He knew he had not escaped from the Rakhai to be eaten by the Olgla man and his tribesmen, yet he could not think of how to talk them out of their situation. Moving his face, he glanced at his friends. He couldn’t see Ellagine — who was likely mortified at their situation— but Optimistic and Glashar had dropped their bows. Arldrine’s expression was unreadable as she cocked her head.

      The Olgla man went on. “You should have thought about us before you entered our forest. My tribesmen never miss and running is in vain. Put away your weapons; we have you now.”

      Eliesmore clenched his fists in a fury, sputtering and waiting for the brilliant escape plan to enter his mind. He was the One, after all; he should know best.

      “You are right.” Arldrine’s calm tone interrupted his panicked thoughts. “We are in your power. Send us to the water tunnels.”

      Eliesmore’s jaw dropped as he glared at Arldrine. How could she go against him on this? Wasn’t she on his side? In his service?

      The Olgla man stared at Arldrine as if she were trying to trick him. Even his tribesmen turned to their leader in confusion. “The water tunnels,” the Olgla man repeated.

      “Yes.” Arldrine stood tall, her voice taking on a commanding ring. “You have captured us, but we have the right to request an honorable death. The water tunnels should be our final stand. Will you honor our request?”

      Understanding dawned on the Olgla man’s face, and a malicious grin split his face. “It's better than roasting, eh? Well, then, in you go.”

      With hoots of laughter, the tribesman slung their bows on their backs and snatched up Eliesmore and his friends, dragging them, struggling, off to the water tunnels. They were taken to a cave where the Olgla man rolled away a stone door. The five were dropped into a pitch black hole, and the last sound Eliesmore heard was the roar of laughter. “Have fun,” shouted the Olgla Man. He rolled the stone back, and the sounds of the forest disappeared.

      Arldrine was the first to rise. “Come on,” she said, her voice echoing in the musty underground. “I know the way out. We have to run, or the waters will drown us. Follow me!”

      Eliesmore did not know whether to be angry or amazed. Shaking his head, he leaped up with the others, bumping into Optimistic as they ran through the soft mud of the tunnel. It oozed beneath their feet, causing them to lose their grip and slip and slide downward. It wasn’t long before they heard a roaring sound behind them.

      “The water!” Glashar called, her voice high and silvery.

      “Run,” commanded Ellagine.

      Eliesmore looked back as his eyes adjusted to the dim light. He caught a fleeting glimpse of the water. A wave crashed toward them, rolling and spinning with all the force of a waterfall. It slammed into their knees, knocking them off their feet. They were forced to the top of the water stream, sputtering and splashing.

      “Swim,” shouted Arldrine, diving into the water like a fish. “This is only the first one.”

      They shot through the water as the mud sucked it in, creating a popping sound as it turned to slush. The water sank into the ground until they were able to run again. They hadn’t gone more than a few feet when they heard the roar of the second wave. It slammed down on them, tossing them into the mud before lifting them like a water giant. Eliesmore gasped as he sank under the waves. For mere moments he was lost, unable to breathe or see. When the waves lifted him to the surface, he sucked in air, noting the tunnel ceiling was lowering. Ahead, he could see Optimistic and Glashar, but he couldn’t find Arldrine or Ellagine. The roar of a third and fourth wave knocked all reason from his mind as he panicked, remembering the barrels of water in the torture chambers of the Torsilo Quarts.

      His lungs begged for air just as he was swept out to a bright land as the water bubbled into a creek. He spit a stream of sour water out as he opened his eyes, coughing. A hand grabbed him, and he looked up at Arldrine. Her black hair dripped onto her shoulders, and her eyes were bright; a slight smile quivered on her lips. Eliesmore watched her help Optimistic up and realized she was laughing. Ellagine was fishing Glashar out of the river, and Eliesmore saw they had come upstream and washed to the other side. The Olgla man and his tribesmen were a distance away on a hill, shouting something indistinct and shooting arrows that did not come close to reaching them. Arldrine’s light laughter floated through the air. “Ah, we tricked them. Let’s go.”

      She elbowed Optimistic who laughed with her, his fist punching her shoulder lightly. Eliesmore’s mouth fell open in shock as he watched them. How could they laugh at such a narrow escape? They’d almost been killed! His heart was racing, and his palms were sweaty. As he stood still, he felt a giddiness in his head and found he, too, was amused by their escape. With a final glance back at the Olgla man and his furious tribesmen, he shrugged his shoulders and followed his companions, he would learn more about his interesting friends during their quest. They did not seem fazed by the adventure; they were only a bit wet.

      The sun fully rose as they entered the dark forest, which shut out the light. Arldrine, thinking ahead, passed out food for the first meal: dried meat that ended up being quite damp. Eliesmore observed Ellagine and Glashar as they navigated the invisible forest path. Ellagine was unusually quiet; he wondered if she were still recovering from her ordeal with the Rakhai. Glashar, a stranger to him, seemed stiff and jumpy. The forest was silent. Dark vines threaded their way through the tree branches like chains, imprisoning life. Glashar looked up and froze, her sharp chin jutting out like a blade. Following her eyes, Eliesmore saw three vultures circling them, their scrawny necks outstretched as they searched for food. Glashar pulled an arrow from her quiver and raised her bow.

      “What died?” Eliesmore asked in surprise. He was under the assumption that vultures only ate dead things.

      Ellagine’s hand touched his shoulder. “Prepare for attack,” she whispered.

      As more vultures joined the three, Eliesmore saw them eyeing him and his companions. A brief moment of anticipation passed before the vultures dived, their long beaks and sharp talons becoming clearer as they dove through the trees. An arrow flew up with a twang, sending a few of the birds crashing into tree limbs and rocketing off the ivy and vines. Curved talons reached for Eliesmore’s shoulder, and the foul smell of death and decay overwhelmed him as he swung his Jeweled Sword. He saw another bird fly toward him, its beak ready to plunge into his face. An arrow zapped it out of midair. For a few minutes, there was nothing except feathers and arrows flying. Then, as suddenly as they had come, the vultures disappeared.

      “Evil forest,” Glashar remarked through her teeth, swinging her bow on her back.

      They traveled on without further adventure, Arldrine leading the way as they crept through the forest. By midmorning, clouds gathered, and it began to rain. At first, a fine mist clouded their path, giving a pleasant relief to the warmth of the day. As afternoon fell, the rain intensified, pouring down as if the trees were non-existent. Eliesmore found himself dripping with moisture. His clothes were soaked through and clung to him; his pack was no more than a wet lump, and his hair hung in straight strands, dripping into his face and nose with each step he took. After the first hour of hard rain, it seemed as if the forest were dealing out a punishment. No one spoke. Faces were long.

      As the day wore on, the rain grew tired of tormenting the travelers and blew off in another direction. The trees shook water off on to the travelers, blaming them for the freak rainstorm. The woods thinned, the grass grew taller, and everything dripped. Their clothes dripped, their hair dripped, their packs dripped, the trees dripped on them, and even their shoes dripped into the grass. The blackness of the forest faded, and suddenly the five walked out into the sunlight.

      Eliesmore smiled as they walked free of the boundary line forest. Things were turning up after all. He looked up, and his smile froze. A hill sloped upward, and on top of it, there stood a male warrior. The sun was in his eyes as he pointed a sword at the company who had just emerged from the forest.

      The male was a six-and-a-half-foot-tall Tider with dark brown hair hanging to his shoulders. His handsome face was set, and his jaw was locked, issuing a challenge to any who dared defy his will. It was evident from his expression he was used to giving orders and being obeyed. Eliesmore noted the weapons the Tider carried: a sword, two daggers, a short spear, bow, and white tipped arrows. He wore the garb that everyone Eliesmore had met thus far; dark green pants, a white shirt, and a green tunic. “Who comes from the boundary line forest?” His deep voice issued a challenge and a warning.

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to answer the challenge. Once again, before he could properly have his say, Optimistic jumped out of line. “Zhane?” He gave a friendly shout. “Is that you? Zhane!”

      The Tider sheathed his weapon and hurried down the hill toward them, a questioning look on his face.

      “It is you!” Optimistic jogged forward to greet the Tider. “Zhane, I'm glad to see you again.”

      The Tider named Zhane grasped Optimistic by his shoulders. “Optimistic, it's been months. Who have you brought with you?”

      “Zhane?” Arldrine said. She walked toward him and paused. Their eyes met, and a swift flash passed between the two.

      “Arldrine.” He gestured toward her as if he wanted to reach out and touch her. “Old friend, what news do you bring since the rise of the Rakhai?”

      She smiled at him, a smile Eliesmore had never seen. “None you do not know. We bring with us…” She hesitated and turned to Optimistic.

      Optimistic grabbed Eliesmore’s arm and pulled him in front of the Tider. “Zhane, this is Eliesmore, ‘finder of the Jeweled Sword, ’ he is the One.”

      Zhane’s expression changed. Turning to Eliesmore, he knelt in the mud. His face showed the great honor he felt. “Long have I waited for this day. Since you are the One, I will go with you as one of your protectors.”

      Once again, Eliesmore found himself at a loss for words as yet another joined his company. “Thank you,” he stuttered, embarrassed and feeling woefully inadequate.

      Zhane rose, turning to the others. Reaching out, he touched Arldrine’s shoulder as if he could not resist before he greeted the others. “Ellagine.” He nodded at her.

      “Zhane,” she responded, tilting her head.

      “It has been long since you have been to the fortress,” he told her.

      “I was searching,” she offered.

      “Yes,” Optimistic interrupted. “She was the first to find Eliesmore.”

      Zhane raised his eyebrows as his eyes met Glashar’s.

      “I am Glashar the Falidrain,” she told him. “One of the Idrain who did not flee to the Beyond.” Unlike the others, she did not smile at him. Her eyes were calm, unemotional.

      “Yes.” Zhane pulled memories from the air. “You came to the fortress long ago. You did not stay long.” He studied her with a question in mind. Glashar dropped her eyes lest her secrets be revealed.

      “She used all her powers healing Eliesmore when the Rakhai attacked us,” Optimistic put in, standing up for her.

      “Well done for the little group.” Zhane nodded.

      “Where are you going?” Ellagine asked.

      “To find you,” Zhane explained, his voice becoming serious. “There is a gathering of White Steeds at the fortress; you must be there. We must plan our next course of action since the rise of the Rakhai, and we should hurry.” He glanced back the way he had come. “We want to be at the fortress within the week.”

      “Lead on then, Zhane,” Arldrine prompted.

      His eyes fell upon her again; he opened his mouth to say something, but instead, he turned and led the way up the hill. Eliesmore followed beside Optimistic who chatted happily at his side. He felt an exciting adventure was beginning. He would be lucky if he lived through the dangerous and impossible quest. Even as he walked through the fading rays of sunshine, his quiet thoughts drifted toward home and his mother, Myran. Shades of sorrow struck his heart, and he knew, beyond a shadow of the doubt, the rampage of the Black Steeds had killed everyone, even his mother.
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      Year 782 (161 years ago). Castle Range.

      

      When he saw her, he knew his salvation was at hand. Even though his brother and sister had stopped torturing him, he felt the sting of their hatred daily. Over the past ten years, he’d focused on regaining his full strength and power while his brother and sister wasted their time traipsing through the South World. They hunted for the Green Stone, snatching at every thread of knowledge whispered through the wind. Their actions made him hope he could outwit them, yet he needed an ally.

      It was one spring morning when they were away, locking him, alone, in the sprawling citadel in Castle Range. He did not understand why they built themselves a castle; it seemed too similar to the inclinations of mortals, a tomb which kept him away from the nature he craved. It proved useful for their monthly rituals. Each full moon, they captured gifted mortals or immortals and drained their power in a bloody ceremony they called the Klieng. Sarhorr was well aware it was unnecessary to slay the person, but it was half the fun. He thought back to his time with the Green People when he ripped open the heart of their queen and ate it. He had a thirst; he craved more power.

      He smelled her first, the odd yet familiar scent of rich red blood mixed with the yellow tang of sunlight and the heather whispers of the wind. He bit his tongue, thinking of how delicious her power would taste right before it flowed through his veins. Blood of my blood.

      He went to the balcony that overlooked the ceremonial room. It was shaped like a sphere with a circle in the middle. Four grooves ran out from it like a compass, pointing north, south, east and west. The female stood in the midst of the circle with her hands outstretched as if she were measuring.

      “How did you get in here?”

      She spun, and her face turned upward, searching for him.

      He pulled back into the shadows, cursing under his breath in surprise when he saw what she was. A Green Person.

      “Who’s there?” she called; her tone was firm, direct, and unafraid.

      The ceremonial room was high in the castle and open to the air, although the curving walls were impossible to climb. Light streamed over the circle, allowing him to see her clearly. Glossy waves of hair cascaded down her back; its color changing according to the whim of light. Her pale green skin shone like a jewel. “Who’s up there?” she demanded as if she were in charge of Castle Range.

      He spread his fingers, leaning over the iron railing to see her better. When her eyes met his he could see her gasp, swallowing quickly to hide her surprise. He was not what she expected, yet she wanted him; they always did. He could tell from the way her cheeks glowed.

      “Oh. I thought everyone was gone.”

      “Why? So you could steal something?” He narrowed his eyes, unable to guess her desires.

      She gave him a quizzical glance, unable to tell whether he was teasing her or being serious. “I wanted to see for myself.” She spread out her hands, indicating the room.

      He stroked his chin while his nostrils quivered. The air was full of her intoxicating scent. It seemed familiar. “See? No one comes to see the chamber of death.”

      “Death?” Her eyes were drawn to the floor; her feet moved over the deep grooves in the stone. “Don’t you know? You live here. How could you not know?”

      “Live?” He gave a bitter laugh. “You are mistaken. I am a prisoner here like you.”

      “Prisoner?” This time she gave him an incredulous look. “I am no prisoner.” Her head came up; she unabashedly studied him. He could see the admiration and a hint of lust shining out of her eyes.

      “Will you help me?” he purred, taking advantage of her interest. He had nothing to lose; perhaps her curiosity would be enough.

      She tilted her head; she was intrigued. “Why would I help you? There must be a reason you’re a prisoner.”

      Humility. She would appreciate it. He tucked his black hair behind his ear and dropped his gaze. “Yes, I admit that my deeds have been great and terrible. But they will hunt me to the ends of the world.”

      She was young. Her eyes grew soft. “That is a terrible fate. Do you deserve it?”

      He gazed at her, studying her delicate bone structure. It was her ears; they were smaller than most Green People. “Yes.” His hushed tones swept through the silence, shattering the spell that lay in the room.

      She opened her mouth, surprised again at his admission of guilt. “What are your crimes?”

      He felt as if he stood before a grand inquisitor. “I have made my life a quest for power.”

      “Power.” The word fell from her lips like a stone. She smiled, a light coming into her strange eyes. “Then you must know that we cannot leave.”

      Inwardly, he groaned. Outwardly, he let his expression stay neutral. “You know something I don’t?”

      “Yes.” She nodded, turning her back to him once more and spreading her arms. “This is the place where the Green Stone will be dissolved.”

      A lightning bolt of hope stuck his body, and he could not help the sneer that appeared on his lips. Her back was still turned, which gave him a moment to rearrange his expression. “The Green Stone?” He shrugged his shoulders as if he did not care.

      “Yes…” Her brow was furrowed in concentration as she met his gaze. “Surely you know this?”

      “I know many things, yet I suspect you also know many things. Perhaps we may help each other?”

      The smile she gave him sent a flurry of feelings rushing through his body.
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      Seven days later, Zhane, Arldrine, Eliesmore, Optimistic, Ellagine, and Glashar traveled quickly through the country of Sanga San near Oceantic. They were close to the fortress, and Eliesmore was both nervous and excited. He’d lived a lonely life with no friends or knowledge of social mannerisms, aside from those of the enchanting Iaens. Now he was going to meet the people groups. There would be individuals like him who believed prophecies concerning the One and the Green Stone.

      The sky was as clear as a blue sapphire that day, and the grass blazed green like an emerald. Leaves had managed to grow on trees, although spring had produced no flowers. A profound silence penetrated the land because this was not a season of new birth and life. The animals were hiding because none should be born into such a world as the South World.

      A shimmering body of water appeared in the distance, and Eliesmore assumed it was Oceantic, which meant he had come clear across the Eastern Hill Countries. As they descended into a thick mass of underbrush, Oceantic was hidden from view.

      Warm rays of the sun danced across Eliesmore’s face, a reminder the hot months would come as they traveled. Eliesmore questioned how long it would take to reach the Constel Heights. Thoughts were pushed out of his head when he saw something ahead. No, it was nothing. Blinking, he looked again, swearing he saw something camouflaged in the undergrowth. A few minutes later, they came out of the underbrush and stood before it. The fortress rose high above them; it was built in the time of Magdela the Monrage. It served as a place of safety and protection for the White Steeds, a home where they could lick their wounds and grow their numbers. As Eliesmore gazed at it in awe, he could hardly believe so few White Steeds lived there. The white stones of the fortress seemed impenetrable compared to the small hut he’d grown up in. Curious, he wondered why his mother had chosen to live where they did instead of joining the White Steeds in their great fortress.

      Zhane stopped and pointed. “There it stands. We thought it was going to fall when the Black Steeds raided it, killing many a brave friend. But we are still here to tell the tales of what happened then. I hope there will always be White Steeds to guard this fortress.”

      “Me, too,” Eliesmore echoed, eyes bulging as they moved forward again.

      White stairs as wide as a tree trunk led the way upward to the fortress, where white columns decorated its gates. The roof was covered in green the color of leaves while the sides of the building were brown like tree bark. The back of the fortress was blue, causing it to be easily mistaken for the sky or waters of Oceantic. Eliesmore slowed down as he gazed at it, wondering how it had gotten so many colors. Did the Daelidrains have anything to do with it? Nevertheless, it was better than his expectations. He felt like a hero of old when they discovered great mysteries of the past and basked in their glory. He could feel the anticipation bubbling within in as he gazed at the building. Turning to his left, he glanced at Optimistic who was staring at the building. His face was still, and his eyes were dark.

      “What is it?” Eliesmore probed.

      “It’s like coming home.” Optimistic’s voice was sad. “Except to an empty home because so many have been killed.”

      Eliesmore turned back to the fortress with a new air of respect. “I suppose this is my home now, too.”

      “One day you will understand.” Optimistic nodded, shaking his shoulders as if he could simply shake off grief.

      “If I ever do get back,” Eliesmore mumbled under his breath.

      They walked up the high stairs with reverence. As they reached the colonnade, held upright by white columns, the doors to the fortress were flung open. A boom thudded across the forest as the male who’d opened the doors shouted: “Zhane, you’re back!” He grinned. His eyes were alight with joy as he spoke, “Optimistic, you returned. You left without saying goodbye.” He shook his finger at Optimistic.

      “Arldrine.” He winked inappropriately at her.

      His light brown curls danced on his forehead. His dark blue eyes sparkled with mischief. He had long cheekbones, a high forehead, and long lashes that swept down toward his rosy cheeks as he blinked. He was only five and a half feet tall and quite young, barely over seventeen, if that.

      “You brought…” He stared at Eliesmore, Ellagine, and Glashar. Unable to recall their names, he continued, sweeping out his hands to include them. “Everyone with you! I was wondering. Idrithar said you would be returning for a council or something. I don't know. Don’t just stand there. Come in! There is nothing much to do here. It is very boring, waiting for people and meetings and such. Oh, eleven white horses joined us seven days ago, and the Mermis are back now. They went off to seek some wisdom of the world or something like that. I don’t know. I thought everyone was going to leave Yamier and me alone at the fortress, but now that you’re here it’s getting exciting. Oh, and…”

      The Cron would have talked all day, but Zhane put a hand over his mouth. “Thank you Wekin. Where is Idrithar? Go find him for me, please, and do not talk his ears off.”

      “Yes, of course!” Wekin clapped his hands together and ran off.

      Zhane led them into a large room with a winding staircase that led upwards. On the left side, a passage led into the fortress. The rest of the room was open space, rock, and stone, with a scattering of wooden chairs. Zhane motioned to them. “Rest for a moment.” He sighed. “Wekin is…” He shook his head and started again. “Yamier and Wekin are excitable. They need more adventure in life; however, we will be leaving them here. Idrithar is our leader; he holds more power than any other White Steed, and he carries the Horn of Shilmi as well as a sword called Elidíather. He and I traveled the South World many times together. I tell you,” he addressed his last words to Eliesmore, “I only saw the fountain where the Green Stone is to be dissolved once.”

      Eliesmore barely heard Zhane as he gazed at the massive room. A tall Cron appeared at the top of the stairs, pausing as he gazed down at the small company. He wore the usual green pants, white shirt, and a green jerkin. A sword in a black scabbard swung by his side. His face lightened when he saw the company. His light brown hair swished behind him as he moved. “Welcome, welcome friends,” he called as they rose to meet him. The nuances of his low voice carried across the room, warm assurance dripping from his voice. “Zhane, you have returned.” He reached out a hand to clasp Zhane’s shoulder and turned to the others, greeting them in turn. “Arldrine, it is a relief to see you here; we are thankful for your return. Optimistic, I see you have done what you set out to do. Glashar, it is a pleasure and a surprise. Ellagine.” His calm voice never wavered, yet his eyes flashed as he met hers. “You have brought him.”

      Eliesmore stood straighter as the powerful gaze of the Cron swept over him. He thrust out his chest, anxious for acceptance. He felt the overwhelming need to impress the known leader of the White Steeds. His face flushed as he wondered why he—a young, inexperienced Blended One—was called to be the One. Those surrounding him were wise; they were warriors, and each one of them was better suited to the task.

      “Idrithar, this is Eliesmore. He is the One.” Zhane motioned toward Eliesmore.

      “Idrithar.” Eliesmore bowed his head, feeling the strength, wisdom, and power radiating from the Cron.

      Idrithar’s dark eyes studied him as if he could read Eliesmore’s mind. Finally, he stepped back, nodding as if Eliesmore had passed a test. “He is indeed the One, Eliesmore, the Great Conqueror.”

      Idrithar’s voice held them like a spell, and Eliesmore found himself leaning into it. A pleasant silence hummed throughout the fortress until a boisterous voice from upstairs hollered. “You didn’t tell me, Wekin. I told you to tell me first!”

      The spell was broken, and all eyes were lifted upward.

      “But he sent me to get Idrithar first and then you. I couldn’t help it,” the other voice shrieked with laughter.

      “I wanted to be the first one, and you had to beat me to it.”

      “Okay, okay, please stop,” the second voice begged. “We can go see them now.”

      A minute later Wekin and another Cron ran down the stairs, their clothes damp and rumpled. The Cron with Wekin had a short sword strapped to his waist. He was the same height as Wekin with dark brown eyes. His hair stood up straight on his head and was streaked with brown and blond, giving him a comical appearance. He dashed down the stairs and skidded to a stop. “Arldrine, Zhane, and Optimistic! Home again! And leaving when? Tomorrow?”

      “Or the day after that.” Idrithar’s tone turned dry with frustration. “You will have to dry up the floor after introductions.”

      Wekin and the other Cron looked at each other and grimaced. Idrithar moved to stand behind the two, placing one hand on Wekin’s shoulder. “Ellagine, Glashar, and Eliesmore, this is Wekin.” He put one hand on the other Crons’s shoulder. “And this is Yamier.”

      Zhane motioned to Ellagine. “This is Ellagine, Lady of the Green People, you may have met her before.” He motioned to Glashar. “Glashar the Falidrain.” He finally motioned to Eliesmore. “And this is Eliesmore, the One.”

      “Oh, ones.” Wekin’s eyes grew large. “I’ve never heard of that people group.”

      Yamier stared at Wekin. “Shh, he’s the One that ‘Song’ is sung about.”

      “And furthermore,” Optimistic added, “he’s a Cron.”

      “He doesn’t look…” Wekin started, but Yamier clasped a hand over his mouth.

      “Half Cron, half Tider,” Eliesmore explained.

      “Now Wekin,” Idrithar said with a stern look, “go dry up the floor.”

      “But…” Wekin started. Idrithar’s face was immovable. Wekin looked at Yamier, who gloated and put his nose in the air.

      “Yamier, make sure the meeting room is in order,” Idrithar told him.

      Yamier’s head came down fast, and the mischievous two ran off grumbling.

      No sooner had they disappeared then there was a quiet step, and someone cleared his throat. A male Tider walked up from the passageway, followed by eleven white horses. He was over six feet tall with rich dark brown hair. It was pulled back from his face yet cascaded down his back, nearly to his waist. His chiseled face was unsmiling, and his hawk-like gaze swept over them; it was dark and intense as if he disproved of everyone in the room. A quiver of white-tipped arrows was slung on his back along with a bow because everyone in the fortress carried their weapons in case of a surprise attack from the Black Steeds. His voice was deep and almost hostile as he spoke. “So, you have come.” He nodded, expressionless, at Zhane, Arldrine, Optimistic, and Ellagine. His dark eyes met Eliesmore’s and swept past him to Glashar for a long moment. “Who may they be?” He turned to Idrithar.

      Glashar stepped forward. Her eyes were wide in surprise or shock, Eliesmore could not tell. “I am Glashar the Falidrain. I used to stay here, if only for a few months.”

      “I am Eliesmore,” said Eliesmore quietly because being the One was implied.

      “You must be the One.” The Tider’s eyes narrowed. “May I see your sword?”

      Unsure what to make of the Tider, Eliesmore pulled out his long sword with the jeweled hilt. All turned to gaze at it and then at Eliesmore with respect and honor. The Tider kneeled before Eliesmore, just as Zhane had done. He looked up into the face of the One. “I am Dathiem—a warrior and a healer. I will come with you.”

      Idrithar motioned toward the stairs as Dathiem rose. “The day grows old. We shall sit together for the last meal and meet in the morning. For now, let us disperse so that the travelers may rest from their journey.” His words sank in; there would now be seven to go against the Rakhai as they began their quest. He turned to the horses. “Fastshed and company are welcome as well.”

      The horse called Fastshed moved his neck up and down, his silvery mane flashing. A slow thought occurred as Eliesmore considered the horses, they must be the ones sent to the South World to assist him and his companions. Puzzling at the turn of events, he followed his companions up the winding staircase, taking in the curving architecture of the fortress. The stairs ended in a spacious hall, allowing them to walk four or five in a row down to the meeting room at the end where there were another two doors. Idrithar opened one into a dark passageway where torches flickered in pools of light, showing off occasional doors. Yamier and Wekin were strutting down the hall toward them, mischievous grins on their faces as they elbowed each other.

      “There you two are.” Idrithar held open the door, waiting for them to pass. “The Mermis need barrels brought up to the kitchen before the last meal is prepared.”

      Wekin’s eyes became round. He opened his mouth to protest, but Yamier grabbed his arm and dragged him off. “Yes, yes, of course.” He flung his words over his shoulder at Idrithar.

      Idrithar pulled open another door. Before Eliesmore could follow the others through, Optimistic grabbed him. “Come on, I’ll take you to get a new shirt and tunic so you don’t have to wear this blood-stained one.”

      “Oh.” Eliesmore looked down at his travel-stained clothes as if seeing them for the first time. “Thank you.”

      “No need.” Optimistic led the way down the hall, his boots echoing in the silence. “What do you think?” he asked, spreading his arms.

      “What do I think?” Eliesmore repeated. “Why is it that so few White Steeds live here? This fortress seems impenetrable.”

      “Aye.” Optimistic sighed, his shoulders slumping. “We were attacked from the inside years ago. By then, everyone had given up, and that was our breaking point.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eliesmore whispered, realizing he did not know much about Optimistic’s background. “This is all quite terrible. I wish good people like you and others did not have to be involved. If the Dark Three had never risen, we would not be in this…” He broke off as visions of the torture chambers of the Torsilo Quarts flashed through his mind. He saw the red flesh, bone, and stripped backs. “It is too dark to speak of…” He gasped. Suddenly he felt hopeless; the number of White Steeds was so small. How could they possibly win against the strong power and many armies of the Black Steeds?

      “Eliesmore.” Optimistic paused, turning to face him. “Find a little hope. It could be just you and me, the Keeper of the Green Stone and the Finder of the Jeweled Sword. But it’s more; it’s all of us, from Idrithar to Wekin.”

      “You’re right,” said Eliesmore, suddenly finding Optimistic easy to confide in, “I feel I can’t see the way and I’m trapped deep underground. Much like I was when I was taken to the Black Steeds’ fortress in the Torsilo Quarts. I feel like I am back in that tunnel of darkness and I will never see the light.”

      “But you did.” Optimistic patted his shoulder. “And you will find it again; do not despair.”

      Eliesmore studied Optimistic, unable to hide his astonishment. “It is such a dark time in the world, and yet you find hope.”

      “Eliesmore, I first came to this fortress when I was fifteen after the Black Steeds slew my parents and burned my home. I escaped, and here I found people to help me. When I first came to the fortress, there used to be great joy. As the world turns darker, I have seen some of my very best friends and the wisest leaders turn into Black Steeds to serve evil. I did not want a fate such as theirs; I had to remain strong and keep hoping the One would come soon. When I was seventeen, Ellagine left. However, in January, four years later, I remembered her, and I went to find her in Shimla. She told me what happened when she met you, and I set off to bring you back. Now here we are about to embark on our great quest. There are friends I will never see again. I have had experiences in this corrupt world and so will you. The most important lesson I have learned thus far is if you look for the light, you will find it. If you give up all hope, you will stay in darkness forever.”

      Eliesmore let the words sink in, washing over him like a cleansing rain. “Optimistic, I hope you are always here to encourage me.”

      When the two Crons reached the end of the passage, Optimistic opened a door into a cavernous room. Its ceiling rose high in an arch above their heads, while a musky scent swept over him as Eliesmore stepped inside. He gasped in surprise as his eyes took in the rows of shelves and weapons hanging on the wall. Swords were ranked in a corner; each hilt was polished until it shone. Bows of all sizes lined the back wall with quivers full of white arrows stacked in rows. It was curious to note that the weapons accommodated the various sizes of the people groups: some were made for those closer to five foot while others were made for taller people groups with greater strength. Shields of silver and gold, with the crest of a white horse rearing, lined one wall with spears beside them. There were blades, sharp and gleaming. A collection of arrowheads and steel lay in another corner, and there was a stone to sharpen weapons on.

      Eliesmore rotated, his eyes flying around the room as his jaw dropped. He wanted to touch every weapon; he desired to pick up a bow and nock an arrow in it, practice his sword, throw a spear, and shield himself from invisible enemies. The innate love of adventure rose within him, and he was seized with an excitement unfamiliar to him.

      Clothes were folded on shelves; there were forest green pants, pure white shirts, and green tunics along with black belts, walking staffs, and travel-ready boots. There were empty sacks he could sling around his waist and packs he could throw on his back. A table sat toward the middle of the room, overflowing with maps, heavy books, quills, and ink. How had they done this? How had the White Steeds accumulated such a collection?

      Meanwhile, Optimistic nonchalantly strode over to the shelves of clothing and pulled out a shirt and tunic. He held them up, considering their size. “Here, Eliesmore. These should fit.” He handed the clothes to Eliesmore before grabbing a pair of pants and tossing them to him. “I have to run an errand. I will return shortly.”

      Eliesmore nodded as Optimistic left, shutting the door behind him. He continued to gaze about the room, seeing shelves with round bottles of substance shimmering in the oil they lay in. He saw rolls of bandages, which reminded him of his own nasty wound. Quickly he took off his tunic and his shirt and looked down at his side. It had an ugly, black hole in it that sent chills down his spine. Eliesmore flashed back for a moment to that horrible night. He felt his heart pounding violently in his chest as he pulled on his clothes and stumbled over to the table, sitting down to catch his breath.

      Once he was seated, the fear subsided, and Eliesmore looked at the maps spread out in front on him. One was a map of the whole South World, neatly drawn with all the cities named and portrayed in great detail. At the bottom of the map was signed the name “Wekin.” So, apparently Wekin the Foolish was skilled at drawing maps. Eliesmore traced his journey with his finger. His heart sank as he realized just how long it would take them to get to the Constel Heights. At the fortress, they were as far away as they could possibly get from his destination. Indeed, unless they cross the Jaded Sea in the north, they would have to cross the Cascade Mountains, an enormous mountain range that traversed the western South World.

      There was a creak, and the door opened. Unbothered, Eliesmore looked up, expecting to see Optimistic. Instead, his eyes met Glashar’s. She was clothed in golden light, and hints of mint and lavender drifted around her as she shut the door. She had bathed or at least cleaned herself from the journey. Her golden hair had a bounce to it, and her eyes were brighter than he’d ever seen them. “Eliesmore.” She shut the door, leaning against it for a moment to ensure no one was listening in. “I have come to tell you about your wound.”

      Eliesmore smoothed his fingers over the map, arching an eyebrow as she approached him. “What do you mean?”

      Glashar covered her mouth with her hand, her long fingers touching her nose as she considered. He felt like he could see thoughts move through her mind, shifting through what she knew versus what she wanted him to know. “I used all my powers to heal you, yet I fear the Rakhai may retain some control over you.”

      Even as she spoke, Eliesmore knew what they could do. They would call to him, draw him out, and try to force him to give up the Green Stone. Before, this knowledge would have frightened him, forcing him to react out of fear. It may have been the strength of the fortress or his companions that reassured him. “I will be aware.”

      Glashar nodded, opening her mouth once again. A thought perched on the edge of her lips; she had knowledge that she did not want to escape. Her face turned a shade darker. “Be careful.” She turned to leave, although Eliesmore could tell she had more to say. It burst out of her when she reached the door. She glanced over her shoulder, her sharp chin almost jutting into her thin shoulders. “Beware the Green People. They are up to something.”

      Eliesmore froze. “What?”

      “I am an Idrain; the Green People are Iaens. I know my kind. We are treacherous. We care only for ourselves and our wishes. Once they are granted, we leave the mortals to their own folly. The Green People set in motion the events of the world long again; now they have come to fruition. There will come a time when you should stop trusting the Iaens.”

      She opened the door, her eyes repeating the warning as she disappeared.

      Eliesmore sat still, eyes glazing over as he stared after her. What should he do? Who should he talk to? Frustrated, he stood and began to pace back and forth, wondering what he had gotten himself into and questioning whom he should trust.
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      Dathiem walked through the hall of mirrors, pausing to watch the light bounce off the windows and send shafts of rainbow light across the room. He’d broken away from the others for two reasons. Firstly, he wanted to pack his healing supplies for the long journey ahead. Secondly, he found himself irritated with the company that appeared at the fortress, more specifically, the One. Eliesmore was nothing like he should be. He was not a strong warrior like Zhane. His strength did not flow from powerful abilities or remnants of wisdom like Idrithar. He had no knowledge. No healing in his hands. Eliesmore was not only young, but he was also naive and fear shone out of his green eyes. There was something about him Dathiem could not quite put his finger on. He moved like the Idrains, and his voice had the same musical pitch as if he might break into song. Eliesmore was not an obvious choice, but perhaps his true strength would be proved in the quest. Dathiem sighed; nothing ever turned out like he expected.

      “I can’t believe you forgot me.” A reproachful voice interrupted his thoughts.

      Dathiem pivoted to see Glashar gliding toward him, her golden hair tumbling around her heart shaped face and giving her sharp features a delicate look. He inhaled, tasting hints of mint and lavender with each step she took. His mouth set in a thin line as his eyes roamed over her body. Glashar’s golden eyes stiffened at his reaction. He gestured toward the window seat, forcing the unintentional frown from his face. “It was seven years ago,” he protested, slinging his bow off his back as he sat down. “You left abruptly. One day you were here, the next you had gone with Ellagine. At least she said goodbye.” He was blaming her, driving accusations into her heart. He bit his tongue, cursing his direct nature and starting over. “You were here little more than three months. I do remember. You taught me the language of the Iaen and we…” He shook his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts. “Why did you leave?”

      Glashar moved to sit beside him, turning her body toward him. Hazel flecks flickered in her eyes as she searched his face, gauging how much she could tell him. “Dathiem.” Her voice dripped with regret. “This is hard to say.”

      He crossed his legs, facing her and letting her scent hold him captive. Reaching out, she lifted his right hand. She held it between her palms, tracing the lines of his fingers. A strange sensation vibrated through him at her touch, and his eyebrows lifted in surprise when he saw the raw desire and vulnerability in her eyes. A small sound escaped from her parted lips before she continued, speaking his name as if under a spell. "Dathiem, I left because I could not bear it. I was mortified when I found myself falling in love with you, a mere mortal. It is not probable that the lives of a mortal and an immortal should intersect in such a way. There may be Blended Ones in this world, but I would not be part of that crime; those with mixed blood are powerful and unpredictable. Besides, my kind, the immortal Falidrains, are not born. We wake as we are, fully grown and alive, and are filled with our share of knowledge and power. I never wanted to come here. I warned Ellagine against it, and she did not heed my words.” She shrugged her shoulders. Her eyes were drawn to the lights that danced in circles in the middle of the hall.

      Dathiem’s fingers curled around hers, encouraging her to go on. “When I came to the fortress and saw the mortals for myself and met you, I felt something else. Something I have been reluctant to admit. I thought by leaving I could spare myself. If I returned to my own kind, the Idrains, and threw myself into the song and dance of life, I would forget you. For a time, it was easy. It seemed as if we would go on hiding until the threat of the Changers ceased. But Dathiem, you are hard to forget. There is no use pretending. I love you. It is not the kind of love that varies; it doesn't matter who or what you are or how long or short your life span is.”

      She swallowed hard, her eyes swimming with certainty, tempting him. “I am whole when I am with you. I feel like I am myself, as I am intended to be. When you touch me, it sends shivers through my body, and even just the thought of you brings me joy. My heart overflows when you look at me. I think if only I could stay with you for as long as eternity would have us, I would be grateful. It doesn't matter what goes on in this world, whether we win or lose the war, as long as I have you. I never knew love was like this; I did not know the strength of my own feelings. It does not matter that we are different kinds. Our mortal and immortal blood is only a blip, and I will surpass every obstacle that keeps me from being with you. You are the epitome of everything I want, and I know you feel these feelings too, although they have not awakened in you. Please, do not feel burdened with what I have told you.”

      She leaned forward, angling her head toward him. Whiffs of her scent floated around him, confusing his thoughts and intoxicating him. “Why do you tell me this? Why now?” he mumbled, taken aback by her confession and refusing to answer her open invitation.

      She pulled back, a cloud of sorrow moving over her hopeful face. Her golden glow turned dark. “The barrier of protection over Shimla broke, allowing the Rakhai to invade the forest of the Idrains. Many of my kind fled, seeking the Beyond and the Pillars of Creation, but I could not make myself go. Even as I fled through the woods in that direction, it seemed fate steered my steps. I happened upon Ellagine right after the Monrages stabbed Eliesmore.”

      Dathiem gasped, and his fingers tightened around hers.

      “No, you would not know this. I had to use up the rest of my power to save him, pulling him from the dark grasp of the Monrages.” At Dathiem’s expression of disbelief, she added, “He has more strength than he appears to.”

      Dathiem snorted. “I doubt that. Alas, I am going on this quest though. I made a vow, and I will see it through. Although now that you are here…” His voice trailed off.

      “I must admit.” Glashar let go of him. “I used to be powerful. Although I miss it, I am also glad. When I was here, before, I was not sure I could stay my hand from seducing you. If I did so, you would belong to me without a say. I'd rather you make that choice.”

      Dathiem grunted as he raised his eyebrows, a shudder of fear running through his veins. His next words came out more harshly than he intended. “Don’t pretend. You know what happens when a mortal and immortal fall in love. There is a history that should never be repeated. It is their fault the world is in the mess it is. It is their fault the Changers arose and created the Monrages. Mortals and immortals should never mix. Love is powerful and only leads to the destruction of all.”

      Glashar bit her lip. “You don’t know that. Our story can be different; it will be different. We have a choice to create a future for mortals and immortals alike. Why should we run because we believe love will doom us? We are not them. We will not make the same choices they made. We will not let love blind us.”

      “You say this, yet you are already blinded by love. Do you know who I am? Do you know what blood flows through my veins?”

      “I don’t have to know.” Glashar’s eyes flashed with reproach. “And I don’t care. Love doesn’t depend on your history. It is the here and now; it is present and future, not past. Stop denying yourself love because of what happened in your past; don’t let those circumstances make you choose who you are.”

      Dathiem blinked; her words were hard to swallow. “Glashar, come, let’s not argue. I wish you had not left, but I am glad you have returned. Walk with me. I must pack for our journey.”

      They stood, and she slipped her hand into his, a firm reminder of what had transpired between them.
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      “Ready?” Optimistic flung open the door, pausing at the worried look on Eliesmore’s face. “What’s wrong?”

      Eliesmore brushed his hair back from his face, coming to a decision. “Nothing. What are we doing now?”

      Optimistic let the silence linger a beat, giving Eliesmore space to say more. When nothing was forthcoming, he nodded, a smile coming to his face. “Let’s go help Yamier and Wekin.” He led the way, closing the door behind them.

      “Where are they?” Eliesmore asked, happy for something to take his mind off Glashar’s words. He trotted down the stairs behind Optimistic, back toward the entrance of the fortress.

      “They are underground,” Optimistic explained, a lightness in his voice. “Where the barrels come in from Oceantic. Ever since the time of Magdela the Monrage when this fortress was first built to protect White Steeds, barrels began to drift into the gateway. I think the Daelidrains send us food or we would starve.”

      “You don’t have to grow your own food?” Eliesmore interrupted, thinking of the gardens he and his mother planted and harvested each year.

      “No.” Optimistic shook his blond head. “We live in hiding; we cannot go out into the forest to hunt, and there is no space to grow seed except down by Oceantic. In fact, once one enters the fortress, he or she isn’t allowed out again.”

      Eliesmore frowned. “What do you do all day here?”

      Optimistic moved into the passageway, leading the way down. “Now? I haven’t been here in months. When I was here, we would train, make weapons, and study. We’d all help out with the work around the fortress. Back then, there were more of us. There used to be mice who would bring in the barrels; they were amazingly strong for mice. Now they have all fled, and everyone takes turns doing the work. It often serves as a punishment for Yamier and Wekin, but we should help. Everyone has to haul in barrels every now and then.”

      “Ah, I see.” Eliesmore nodded, although he did not understand at all. It seemed odd to him that a group of people would live together in one building when they could be free and wild, the way he was born. “Where do you take the barrels?”

      “Up to the cooking room to the Mermis. They essentially run the fortress, even though Idrithar is our leader.”

      Eliesmore’s face brightened at the mention of the Mermis. “Are they the same ones we met at the house of Novor Tur-Woodberry?”

      “Aye, they have been here for years. When you have a chance, ask them stories from the past. They knew Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword.”

      “How surprised they must be,” Eliesmore mused, “to see the Jeweled Sword again.”

      “Indeed.” Optimistic would have said more, except they heard voices shouting.

      “Is that…them?” Eliesmore pointed ahead, unused to hearing discord.

      “Yes.” Optimistic grew quiet, twisting his fingers before replying. “Zhane, Dathiem, and I found Yamier and Wekin three years ago. Their parents were massacred by the Black Steeds, just like mine. They were only fourteen and fifteen back then; they were too young. I think their mischievousness is a way of dealing with their grief. It helps to have something to take your mind off of how serious it is out there. The Black Steeds need to answer for their crimes, which is why I am determined to see this through.”

      Eliesmore felt selfish. Thoughts of his mission consumed him, so much so he’d forgotten to ask his companions about their backgrounds. They all had lost those they loved, and he hadn’t even thought to offer condolences. Again, his thoughts were distracted by distant shouting.

      “How can you think of going? You can’t even fight Wekin!”

      “Ow! Yes, I can, a little bit, but not really. At least I’ve got a sword,” Wekin shot back.

      “No, you can’t fight. No more than you can stay out of trouble.”

      “I am learning. Zhane is teaching us.”

      “They still might not let us go. You know those looks Idrithar gives us.”

      “Yes, he thinks we are troublesome.”

      “Yes, he would say no, no matter what.”

      “But…we can sneak along! I want to go, don’t you?”

      “Oh yes…”

      The voice was lost in a loud crash, and Optimistic and Eliesmore trotted down a short flight of stairs in time to see a barrel roll off another one, sending apples flying. Another barrel burst and wine sprayed out of it. Wekin, who was lying on the floor, sat up and rubbed his curly brown head. “Ow, ow, ow, that hurt,” he moaned, falling backward.

      Yamier jumped up and began throwing apples at Wekin. “See? You hurt yourself. If we get to go on this journey, then you can’t lie down and go ‘ow.’ You have got to get up and keep running.”

      “But Yamier,” complained Wekin, “this is not funny. We will really be in trouble. We didn’t bring up the barrels the Mermis want, and we spilled a whole barrel of wine. Dathiem will have our heads.”

      “Well, it’s your fault. If you hadn’t decided to have an apple war…” Yamier started.

      “An apple war?” Optimistic interrupted. He grabbed an armful of apples. “Arm yourselves,” he called to Yamier and Wekin. “It is time for round two.”

      “Optimistic!” Yamier hollered. “It’s about time you got back.”

      So began the apple war, where the four of them threw apples at each other. They slipped in wine, rolled over barrels and each other, ducked and dodged apples, and, in general, got as dirty and disheveled as if they were in a real war. In fact, they were having so much fun running and shouting that they failed to hear footsteps in the hall. When the footsteps stopped they froze, and the four young Crons looked up to see Idrithar. “Young Crons,” he thundered, clearing his throat and attempting to look serious. “I am certainly displeased with you.” Here he was caught by a fit of coughing. “Clean up and haul these barrels upstairs to the cooking room. All four of you!”

      Eliesmore was horrified, knowing his behavior had not been such that resembled the One. He watched as Idrithar turned away, his shoulders shaking. “Was he very angry with us?” he pleaded, looking to Optimistic.

      Optimistic glanced at the passage where Idrithar had disappeared. “Him? No, he was laughing at us. He knows what Crons are like. He was young like us once.”

      “Do you think he’ll let us go along with you to the Constel Heights?” Yamier asked.

      “Not a chance,” Optimistic teased. “Zhane was talking of leaving you behind, and he and Idrithar are always in full agreement. I think that if you really want to come, you could, but you have to be serious about it and persuade Idrithar that he needs to keep you two in sight. And then you must be perfectly good.”

      “Optimistic, that’s hard,” Wekin complained.

      “We’ll try anything to be able to go,” Yamier interrupted, nodding his head eagerly.

      “That would be nice,” Eliesmore said, thinking of the long journey and the terrors it held.

      “Are you frightened Eliesmore?” Wekin’s eyes widened. He was serious for once.

      “You don’t know what’s out there.” Eliesmore shuddered. “The Rakhai will chase us. We will go through many dangers. The quest is impossible because of all the horrors waiting for us. And if we fail, if I fail, then everyone will be given over to the Black Steeds to be tormented forever.”

      The fun and laughter fled from the room, even Yamier and Wekin’s faces grew long at the prospect of doom and gloom. Optimistic put a hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder. “Look for the light,” he whispered.

      Eliesmore took a deep breath. “Let’s get to work.”

      They cleaned up the spilled wine and bruised apples. It took two to carry barrels, and they ended up making a game out of it, seeing who could carry the most barrels up to the cooking room. As they marched along the passageways and staircases, they sang the “Barrel Carrying Song.” It was first invented by the mice and did not make much sense, yet it matched the rhythm of their work. Eliesmore found thoughts of doom and gloom disappearing as they worked.

      

      “Heave-ho!

      Here they come.

      Roll them, store them.

      Here they come.

      

      Heigh-ho!

      Here we go,

      Marching upwards.

      Here we go.

      

      
        
        Heave-ho!

        Upstairs and downstairs,

        Carrying barrels.

        Here we go.

      

        

      
        Heigh-ho!

        Bring the food

        In and up.

        Still down we go.

      

        

      
        Heave-ho!

        Here we go

        Through the fortress,

        Moving barrels.

      

        

      
        Heigh-ho!

        Back down again,

        Barrels floating

        Here and there.

      

        

      
        Heave-ho!

        Roll them, push them

        Empty out to sea

        Return them full.

      

        

      
        Heigh-ho!

        So I am told.

        Thank you, land.

        Thank you, sea.”

      

      

      

      The barrels were stacked in the kitchen, where the Mermis laughed and thanked them as they cooked. The last meal was announced shortly afterward. Although the fortress was well equipped with a dining hall, the long tables and chairs dwarfed the small company of thirteen White Steeds and eleven white horses. They moved the meal to the kitchen where Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka served them.

      Idrithar sat with Zhane and Arldrine at one end of the table. Ellagine appeared, and shortly after, Glashar and Dathiem walked into together, carefully looking away from each other, even as they sat down together. Eliesmore sat with the young Crons, finding himself ravenous. Fastshed and company, seeing as there was nothing important being discussed, eventually left. As they dug into the food, Zhane glanced around the small company. “Where is Visra?”

      Idrithar pursed his lips in displeasure.

      Sletaira said, “She will be back tonight.”

      A slight mummer rose over the table. Eliesmore could see it like colors. Ellagine was annoyed. A flush of anger rose over Glashar’s face. Eliesmore wondered who Visra was. He did not get a chance to find out because everyone began to talk amongst themselves. As Eliesmore listened, he felt his appetite disappear, and the rich flavors were not enough to tempt him. Soon they would be leaving the secure walls of the fortress, venturing back out into the outside world where they would be chased and hunted. His thoughts turned pensive and sad as he listened to the light talk and laughter.  One day they might not have food, and they might not be sitting in safety—eating, drinking, talking, and laughing. The meal passed, Eliesmore grew weary, and the next thing he knew, Optimistic was leading him along a hall. “Come, you will stay with me, Yamier and Wekin. I forgot how tired we all are.” They entered a room with four beds, and Eliesmore collapsed into one. “Good night.” He heard Optimistic chuckling.

      “Good night,” Eliesmore echoed back.

      He closed his eyes, shutting out all the worries and cares of life. He was exhausted, but he was glad to finally be back in a bed with the strong walls of the fortress securing him. Within minutes, he was asleep, and it seemed to him he was back at the glorious house of Novor Tur-Woodberry. His dream from that house arose before him. He was sailing upon beautiful water, and he saw the shimmering curtain, full of light. He heard words singing a song that faded from memory the moment he awoke.
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      Arldrine perched on the back of a chair, gently rocking it back and forth. She could already feel herself folding in, turning inward and curling up. Zhane and Idrithar stood, bent over the table, staring at maps of the South World as they conferred on the route they should take when they set off to help the One dissolve the Green Stone.

      Ellagine listened, her ears rising and falling as they captured words. Glashar and Dathiem sat beside her, a comfortable silence humming between them. Arldrine continued rocking her chair, knowing she should go to sleep, but her mind was too antsy and awake to stop thinking.

      At last, it was time. For long years, she had waited for the One to rise up, and now, having traveled with him, she knew the impossible could happen. Only, her eyes were drawn to the turn of Zhane’s head, and she wished he would look up and acknowledge her. She stared as if her eyes could compel his gaze. Her feelings weren’t important. Her goal was to help the One, save the South World, and bring peace to the White Steeds so they could thrive without fear. No one should ever have to live in hiding again, knowing the day would come when all they loved would be massacred.

      A thought she’d buried deep inside her heart threatened to spill over. She refused to let Zhane talk about it, although the regard in his eyes was plain to see. At least, she hoped he offered something more than friendship. There was a future she dreamed of, and she hoped Zhane dreamed of it too. It was easier when they were apart when he traveled the South World and she was in Truemonix. She kept rocking. If only he would glance her way, she needed to talk to him. They both would be traveling with Eliesmore to the Constel Heights, and she needed to know where their relationship stood.

      Zhane looked up at her. A flicker of understanding passed over his eyes. He glanced at Idrithar who was marking routes on a map with his fingers as he spoke. Arldrine watched as Zhane glanced to Ellagine for help, silently begging her to intercede on his behalf.

      “Idrithar.” Ellagine stepped over to him.

      Idrithar straightened up, motioning for her to join him.

      Arldrine beckoned to Zhane. “We have to talk,” she mouthed to him.

      “I’ll follow you,” he whispered.

      Arldrine stood up to leave, miscalculated, and her chair crashed to the floor. She mumbled an excuse about being tired as she slipped from the room, suddenly not caring whether Zhane followed her or not. She found her way up a flight of stairs to a balcony and let herself outside in the dark night. The air was cold; clouds covered the stars, increasing the blackness. A little light shone out, and feeling the chill, Arldrine sat down and curled her knees up to her chest. She was strong. Only her feelings dared disobey. The unknown frightened her. She wanted everything to be all right, and they were set on that path. If anything got in her way, she could fight, although the fear of the Rakhai was strong. They had managed to frighten her, but she believed Eliesmore was the One and he would win in the end. She did not know where she fit in afterward. She knew her goal was to protect him and to help him in every way, and she couldn’t do that if…

      “Arldrine?” a voice whispered.

      She stood up, and there he was. “Zhane…” she began.

      He shook his head as he reached out, pulling her closer to him. “Let’s not talk about it. We are going to help the One. If our minds are on the mission, what happens will happen.”

      Arldrine sighed. The inner turmoil would not go away, but she was done fighting. She couldn’t help the next question that rose. She cursed herself as it drifted from her tongue. “Do you think that one day…?”

      “Yes. I know the day will come when the One brings the world to peace and we can live unreservedly.” He turned to face Arldrine, his expression hidden in shadows as she bit her lip. “I’m living for you.”

      Arldrine leaned forward, letting their foreheads touch. It was the first time they had alluded to what was there.
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      Eliesmore woke to the glow of candlelight. He sat up, taking in the cave-like features of his sleeping quarters. It was an inner room with no windows. It was plain and simple with a bed in each corner and an arched door on one end. Wekin sat upright in his bed, whittling a piece of wood with his knife. The carving created a fine dust on his white blankets. Optimistic snored face down in a pile of pillows. Across from him, Yamier slept on his back. One of his arms were thrown over his face, shielding him from invisible light.

      “Is it morning?” Eliesmore whispered to Wekin.

      Wekin’s head snapped up as if Eliesmore were a ghost. His mouth turned into an “o” before he relaxed and shrugged, turning back to his knife work. Eliesmore waited, but no words came from Wekin. He stood, dressed, and, taking his sword, slipped from the room.

      Silence buzzed around his ears as he walked the halls toward the kitchens, his boots thumping like drums on the stone floors. Passageways opened before him like a maze, and, like a thief, he slipped through doors, glancing behind to see if anyone were watching him lose his way in the sprawling fortress. It seemed the kitchens were lost to him until he saw daylight. He headed toward them, finding himself walking into a circular room full of windows. Carved golden columns rose at what would have been the corners of the chamber while the lights danced off each other, creating prisms. Suddenly, he felt like a child running off to find adventure and leaving his worried mother at the door.

      He raised his foot to step farther into the room. A hush of reverence vibrated so strongly he almost removed his shoes. As his eyes took in the scene, he saw her. She had her back to him and was standing on a window seat, her nose pressed to the glass. Ink black hair fell to her neck. Her back was bare with silvery wings fluttering as they opened and closed, sending light twirling in a riot. The lights bounced off each other in glee. Eliesmore could see her ears, curved and pointed, sticking up above her head. The shape and size allowed her to hear better.

      He rose up on his toes and took a step backward. His palms were sweaty as if he’d been caught stealing. He took another step, dropping his head to watch his feet, when, quick as a flash, the female spun around, paralyzing him with her eyes that shone like jewels. She floated for a moment before landing softly on her bare feet. She wore a halter-like outfit: short and scant that accented every move she made. She pointed an accusing finger.  “You must be Eliesmore, the One ‘Song’ is sung about.”

      “Yes.” Eliesmore’s voice trembled although he did not know why. She was only five feet tall, but her bare arms looked as if she could snap him in two and would enjoy every moment.

      “I am Visra the Jesnidrain.” Her eyes flickered over him in disdain. “I am coming with you as one of your protectors. See!” She yanked a short sword from her sheath and waved it much too close to Eliesmore’s face. “This is my sword, Énvictosry.”

      Eliesmore gulped, understanding the unrest his companions had demonstrated at the last meal. If this was Visra, he couldn’t imagine traveling with her. It seemed she was more likely to kill him than protect him. “I see.” His voice came out strained.

      Virsa put her sword away, a wicked smile lit up her face, and she giggled. “Eliesmore.” She tapped his shoulder with two fingers as she walked around him. “Are you scared of me?” She moved her face toward his, and he caught the tangy scent of sandalwood and something else, blood perhaps.

      “Nooo.” He drew out the word, knowing she knew he was lying. “Why do you want to come?”

      “Ha!” Visra turned her back to him, spreading her wings before tucking them into the skin of her back. Eliesmore felt revolted like he’d just watched a snake crawl out of its skin. “Maybe it’s because I want to help. Maybe it’s because I’m tired of hiding. Maybe…” She spun around and showed off a sharp row of pearly white teeth. “It’s because I’m bored and I want to kill things.”

      Eliesmore squeaked. He couldn’t help it. He didn’t feel much like the One, especially since he was lost in the fortress and she terrified him. She sniggered and walked out of the room, pausing once she was halfway down the hall. “Are you coming?”

      Eliesmore scrubbed the back of his neck, and he turned around, his face warm. “Where…where are you going?”

      She wheeled around and continued to saunter down the hall, leaving Eliesmore no choice. He followed her to the kitchens where the heavy smell of food caused his nose to twitch. They walked in to find the three Mermis gathered around a table with Ellagine and Glashar. All heads snapped up. Eliesmore noticed they were all staring at Visra.

      “Eliesmore.” Ellagine beckoned to him, her eyes roaming from Eliesmore to the Jesnidrain. “I see you met Visra.”

      “I’m back.” Visra laughed. She showed all her teeth as she leaned over the table.

      “Why are you here?” Glashar demanded, a golden glow of fury surrounding her. She spun to Ellagine. “Is she coming? I’m not going if she’s coming.”

      “She’s coming?” Visra mimicked. “Well, I’m going. She can’t come.”

      “Enough!” Ellagine snapped, holding her fists out. Green flames leaked from them. “The past is the past. Let it go! Let your differences drift away.”

      Glashar gave Visra an animalistic hiss and crossed her arms, refusing to move. Visra frowned, throwing her words to Glashar: “This isn’t over.”

      Glashar continued to glare at her, and Eliesmore shifted from foot to foot. “What are you looking at?” He pointed to the table where strange markings grew, writing themselves with invisible ink and disappearing again.

      Ellagine placed her hand on the table, pausing the movement of the letters. “Languages, which you should learn. There is the language of the Iaen and the language of the Black Steeds.” The markings on the table changed into different words and different languages.

      Eliesmore felt his guard come up as he stepped beside Ellagine, unable to read the words. “What is this?” He pointed to a language swirling around the table. It was made of visuals, yet their shapes seemed to warn him. He stared at the illusion of the carvings, finding no meaning until they faded away.

      “These are the markings for the Valikai Dialect,” Ellagine explained. “It’s an old, peculiar tongue.”

      Eliesmore cleared his throat. “Does anyone speak it?”

      “It is time for the first meal,” Glashar snapped. She moved her hand over the table, and the markings disappeared.

      Eliesmore took a step back like he’d been slapped. Ellagine touched his shoulder with two fingers, a light pressure meant to be a comfort. “We’ll discuss later,” she whispered.
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      Idrithar held up three fingers as he stood in the middle of the meeting room. Eliesmore shifted beside Optimistic, glancing at Ellagine for reassurance. They were all there. Four Crons. Two Tiders. Three Mermis. Eleven White Horses. Two Idrains. One Green Person. One Ezinck. Himself: a Blended One. Eliesmore scratched his sweaty neck, listening to the low hum of animosity scatter across the room. Could the others hear it? They sat in a circle, backs pressed into cold chairs while Idrithar paced the room. His intense gaze held their tongues silent as he spoke.

      “Three deeds must be completed,” Idrithar began. “The first is to go to the Constel Heights and dissolve the Green Stone. As simple as it sounds, we have a problem. The Changers, whom we call the Dark Three, have sent their servants, the Rakhai, to hunt us down. As members of this company, our goal is to protect Eliesmore, the One, and Optimistic, Keeper of the Green Stone, until we reach the Constel Heights. This is not a quest for the faint of heart, nor for those who are desire life beyond this. Even as I speak, the Mermis of Spherical Land in the Western World have roused a great army of Xctas and Zikes to fight with us. They must cross miles of Oceantic, and there is no guarantee they will arrive at the Constel Heights in time. The Rakhai are aware the quickest route to the Constel Heights for us is through the lower Hill Countries, back through the Land of Lock. I propose we take the road north into the Sandg Sizge Hills, pass through the Torsilo Quarts, and cross the Jaded Sea in Truemonix.”

      “Is it not risky to travel close to the Torsilo Quarts?” Dathiem’s dry voice spoke up.

      “I am concerned with the size of our company,” Zhane added, spreading his hands to indicate all of them. “We will be easier to spot in the wild lands.”

      “There is no need. The Mermis have been working on something to shield us.” Ellagine gestured toward them. “Our auras will be difficult to read and watching eyes will not readily see us as we travel.”

      Dathiem sniffed. Zhane nodded.

      Wekin, who was counting on his fingers, piped up. “How come there are three deeds? I thought…”

      “You thought the Green Stone would be dissolved and that was it?” Idrithar’s eyes bored into Wekin’s.

      Eliesmore squirmed. He’d thought the same thing. Once he’d dissolved the Green Stone, his quest would be done. His whole life couldn’t be dedicated to being the One. Frustration mounted and questions rose, but Idrithar continued to speak.

      “Once the Green Stone is dissolved, Eliesmore will have the power he needs to defeat the Dark Three, which is why there are three deeds. The Dark Servant resides in Castle Range, also known as the Constel Heights. That is where we must go to dissolve the Green Stone.” His voice dropped, and his eyes stared off into the distance. “The Constel Heights are where the first battle for this world will take place.” His fist clenched and shook. “The second deed is to find the Phutal. We believe the Dark One is in charge of it. However, we could be wrong. It is the device the Changers use to create portals and move between worlds. It is how they banished Magdela the Monrage to the Eastern World. As long as they are able to move freely in the Four Worlds, we will never be able to outsmart them. Once the Green Stone is dissolved, we must trap them here in the South World.”

      “Shouldn’t destroying the Phutal be the first quest?” Dathiem spoke up again; his voice was soft this time.

      Idrithar stroked his beard. “We need the power of the Green Stone. It is likely the Changers will sense us coming; after all, they are drawn to power. We have to take the risk that they will be more willing to prevent the Green Stone from being dissolved than to flee through the portals and leave the fountain unprotected.”

      Optimistic raised his hand like a child, waiting for Idrithar to nod at him before he spoke. “How do we know there is only one Phutal? What if there are other devices that can open portals into worlds?”

      “A wise question.” Idrithar strode back to his seat, perching on the edge of it. “We cannot be certain. From what we know of history, eight portals open into the Western World, whether they were done by the same device or eight individual ones is unknown. When they were closed, they left remnants that briefly flung people from one side of the world to the other. It is known that the first Changer, the Ruler, went to the Western World via a portal and dwelt with the Green People there.”

      His eyes slide past Ellagine at the mention of Green People. Eliesmore noticed her ears twitch as if someone had pinched her. It was not her fault. How could Idrithar blame her for the deception of her people? Although it wasn’t the first time, Magdela the Monrage had risen from the heart of the Green People in the South World.

      “One of the Changers has the Phutal. We need to find and destroy it.”

      “Is destroying it necessary?” Visra grinned, showing off her wolfish teeth. “We should use it.”

      “No!” Idrithar cut her off, raising a hand to ward off her words. “No,” he repeated again with less urgency. “If we keep the Phutal, the Changers will hunt us down, find it, and use it for their own purposes. It is safest for us to take it to Daygone and destroy it.”

      “I think we should keep it,” Visra muttered under her breath, crossing her arms as she slumped in her chair. Yamier winked at her in agreement.

      Zhane stood, crossing his hands in front of him. His deep tone penetrated each corner of the meeting room. “The Phutal must be taken to Rededak—the Dark—in chunskin olwlen, the Place of Evilness. It is only through fire and water that a powerful relic can be destroyed. However, the Dark One resides in Daygone, and it is there we believe he creates the Monrages.”

      Eliesmore pulled at his shirt, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. He remembered stories his mother told him: tales of Five Warriors who saved the Western World and stories about the civil war in the Eastern World. He remembered Ellagine’s words about the Ruler and how he’d escaped, somehow, from the Five Warriors. “Which of the Dark Three is he?” he found himself blurting out. “Which one is the Ruler?”

      Ellagine stiffened as if she’d been hit, and Eliesmore felt all eyes turn to him. He saw it then. He knew something they did not know. Something they were not supposed to know. The Mermis knew. The Iaens knew. Perhaps Idrithar knew this truth, but the others were in shock. Zhane sat down, covering his heart with his hand. Arldrine’s eyes were dark. “Who told you this?” she demanded. “Ellagine, is this true?”

      “Run,” Ellagine whispered. “Run. Run. As fast as you can. Never stop.” Her eyes glazed over in a trance.

      “It is true,” Glashar spoke up. “Few know this. The Ruler who wreaked havoc on the Western World was a Changer. The Five Warriors thought they had him when they trapped his spirit and dropped it into the transformative waters. Yet he escaped and came here to finish what he started. We call him the Dark One; they called him the Ruler. His name is Sarhorr, a name that should never be uttered again lest we inadvertently summon him here. He is responsible for creating the Monrages because creations and transformations have always been his gifting. It is no surprise that he has some predictabilities, staying in Daygone where he had rebuilt a version of the Great Water Hole. It is likely he has the Phutal.”

      “Wait.” Wekin stood, sputtering. “But I thought…I thought…” He sat down again, unable to finish his thought as disappointment stared out of his blue eyes.

      “I did, too.” Yamier patted his shoulder.

      Dathiem bowed his head, hiding his face.

      Optimistic reached over to Ellagine and squeezed her hand.

      “What is the third deed?” Eliesmore tried to keep the quiver out of his voice, even though he could see the blackness dancing around his vision.

      “The third deed is to conquer the Dark Three and cut back the power of the Black Steeds,” Idrithar explained. “If it is all out war, so be it.”

      Eliesmore wasn’t sure how he found his feet. When he came to, he was standing outside of the meeting room. He was bent over with his hands on his knees. He took deep breaths. His heart was racing. Dissolving the Green Stone was impossible enough, but hunting down the Changers, killing them, and restoring the South World to the White Steeds was impossible. How many of them were left in the world? They would surely die.
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      “Eliesmore?” Ellagine bent down, attempting to see his face. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” he huffed after a moment, standing straight. “Ellagine?” He watched the shadows dance across her face and the way her cheeks pulled back in worry and her lips parted. Her blue eyes searched his face, waiting. “How come you didn’t tell me everything?”

      She licked her lips. “Eliesmore, you ran when I told you about the Green Stone, knowing more or less would not have changed your mind.”

      His retort died on his tongue, knowing she was right. He regarded her silently, recalling Glashar’s words of warning and letting them fall to dust. Ellagine did not frighten him; he could feel her aura of compassion enveloping him. She wanted him to succeed.

      “I have something for you.” Reaching into the bag she wore tied around her waist, she pulled out an amulet. It was silver with a crown inside a star that lay inside a shining circle with four points shooting out from it. As Eliesmore took it out of her hands, a sense of familiarity overcame him. “It matches the one on your sword,” Ellagine added.

      “What does it mean?” Eliesmore compared the two.

      “The Watchers of the Four Worlds use this symbol; originally, it comes from the Green People. It is the light of Shalidir.”

      It felt heavy in his hands. “Shalidir,” he echoed. “Is that a person or a place?”

      Ellagine moved back toward the meeting hall; she put her hand on the doors. “She was a Green Person who built the Idrain Fountain where the Green Stone will be dissolved. Are you ready?”

      He wanted to say no and to tell her he’d never be ready. Fear faded, leaving the old anger he’d felt when he first met her. It was her fault he was forced into being the One, and while he liked his new friends and the idea of adventure, he did not want to fight Changers. It seemed for a moment that he could dash down the halls, out of the fortress, and escape from his fate. Her eyes caught his, warning him not to leave. “We are your protectors.”

      Wekin was standing in the middle of the meeting hall, pleading. The mischievous sparkle was gone from his eyes, granting him an older air. “Yamier and I would like to join the company of warriors who are going to do the three deeds. It seems useless to stay here when we could be helping. I am good with maps, Yamier can cook, we can carry bags, and…” he trailed off, his eyes beseeching Idrithar.

      Indonesia walked toward him, her dark hair cascading over one shoulder. She placed one hand on her heart. “Idrithar, I know you do not want Yamier and Wekin to come. The journey is long and the quests too dangerous. Yet, they are the youngest of us all, and the most willing to go. They are Crons. They are seekers.” Lifting her sharp eyes, she addressed Idrithar. “Take them. Take everyone here. My kind, the Mermis, belong here. A day will come when the White Steeds come out of hiding. They will come to this fortress to take up arms, and we will give them their tasks.”

      Idrithar pursed his lips in response. “I cannot say this choice pleases me, but it is decided. We leave today before midday.”

      Indonesia stepped away from Wekin, dropping her hands to her side. She motioned for the Green Company to gather together. “There is a blessing my grandfather taught me.” Leaka and Sletaira moved to opposite corners of the room, lifting their hands with their palms to the sky as they surrounded the company. They closed their eyes and began to chant, their words weaving through the room like ribbons. They cast sparks of silver and gold.

      The blessing surged through Eliesmore, blowing away the fear, anger, and thoughts of darkness. It scattered the webs of confusion from his mind, leaving nothing except encouragement and power. He took a deep breath, allowing the urge to flee to disappear into the dark recesses of his memory.

      “We shall call you the Green Company.” Indonesia broke the spell. “Here, we’ve had green cloaks made for each of you, and your packs are waiting in the dining hall.”

      The three Mermis moved forward. They handed out the cloaks and touched each head as they passed, sealing the blessing.

      “No one goes anywhere alone,” Idrithar called over the flurry of activity as they prepared to leave. “Remember, our intent is to protect Eliesmore and Optimistic at all costs. Those who are lost in our journey will remain lost.”

      Eliesmore barely heard Idrithar's words as he felt his green cloak drape around him. A walking stick was pressed into his hands, and a pack was slung over his shoulder. Zhane stood over him, “It’s easier if you carry your sword on your back,” he explained. Eliesmore nodded as if he were in a dream while Zhane showed him how to strap the sword to his back.

      Yamier and Wekin jumped up and down, whispering to each other as if saying it out loud would make it real. We’re going. Can you believe it? They are letting us come. This will be our moment. Idrithar pulled Ellagine aside and spoke into her ear. Her face changed, and her hair slipped forward, hiding her expression as she nodded. Optimistic handed items to Arldrine, carrying a light conversation as they worked together. Dathiem departed from the room with the white horses. It seemed Visra and Glashar had disappeared as well. “It is time to go do the three deeds,” Idrithar announced, and Eliesmore heard the words in a fog. Even with his protectors, he was alone.
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      Glashar leaned on one of the white columns of the fortress with her arms crossed. Her eyes blurred and unfocused as she waited for the sensation. It hadn’t hit her until she saw Visra again. Now she understood the gaping hole the loss of powers left. Perhaps her decision had been rash. Memories of the ceremony rose before her: the Idrains stood in the circle of the amulet of Shalidir, chanting. Their arms rose and fell like their words. Their auras twisted around each other until they became one. They drew power from its source, setting it free before capturing its essence. She could smell the sharpness of it and taste the flavors that made her eyes burn brighter and her steps faster. She missed the thrilling elation and the knowledge that her kind could do anything they pleased. Only they had deserted the world, leaving it to the hands of the Changers. If they had stayed and if they had faced the Changers, there would be no need for the One. Time and time again, the Idrains had a chance to save the world, yet they ignored its plea and turned an inward eye to their own wishes. Seven years ago, she would have done what they had; she would not be like them now. She would make a stand. Even as her thoughts swirled in silver cyclones around her, the cold blade of a sword pricked her neck. She froze. Waiting.

      “I should kill you now.” The venom in Visra’s voice was potent. “While no one is looking. Only the trees will see this, and they’ll believe the Black Steeds have returned.”

      “You don’t want to kill me,” Glashar whispered, her face turning warm.

      “Why not? You took everything from me.”

      “We have a quest. You cannot do this without me.”

      “It’s not a quest. It's suicide. We’re all going to die when we get to the end.” All the same, the sword moved away from Glashar’s throat.

      “Yes,” Glashar confirmed, still frozen in place. “We are all going to die. Wait. Wait until then.”

      “But you are like me. We are powerless. Why wait?” Visra moved closer, and her fingers strayed over Glashar’s throat.

      In the blink of an eye, Glashar spun, elbowing Visra in the back and pinning her to the column. She twisted her hand behind her back. “You forget,” Glashar whispered in her ear. “I’m just as strong as you. I may not wear the skin of an assassin on the outside, but I’m just as lethal. Stop hiding behind your tough demeanor. We are Idrains, regardless of our power.”

      Visra struggled out of the hold. Her eyes were emotionless. “We may be on this quest together. Still, I don’t forgive you for what you did to me.”

      Glashar backed away with her hands up. “I’m not sorry. It was the right thing to do.”

      Visra spun on her heel. “That’s what’s wrong with you. You have no remorse. You want your version of ‘right,’ but you never think about the consequences.”

      “Spare me your untruths,” Glashar flung over her shoulder as she walked away.
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      A clod of dirt, old roots, and decayed leaves lay at his feet. He kicked them, watching the crumbles bounce across the dead ground. Life had forsaken the South World. “Eliesmore.” Leaka looped her arm through his elbow. “Come with me.” She walked with him down the wide steps of the fortress. “You must be very brave.”

      “I don’t feel very brave,” Eliesmore admitted. He sank into her touch. Her warm hand on his arm was a comfort.

      “When I was young, I grew up between two worlds,” Leaka remarked. Eliesmore noticed the other Mermis were leading the Green Company to white horses, three by three. They drifted to each one: touching, embracing, and saying goodbye. “Our Father, may he rest in peace, was a great hero in his time. He had honor, respect, and the love of all things that live and breathe. Being his daughter, I struggled to find my place in the world because of assumed expectations. If you ever feel the same way: lost and lonely, reach out. You have skilled warriors protecting you, and you also have friends.”

      “Why did you do it?” Eliesmore tilted his head toward hers. “Why did you leave your world to come here?”

      A throaty laugh escaped her lips. Her fingers squeezed his arm. “Why does anyone leave except for the sake of adventure?”

      “Saving the world doesn’t seem like an adventure,” he countered.

      “Oh? It depends on your perspective.” They halted in front of a horse, and Leaka reached up, placing a hand on its nose. “Eliesmore, this is Flywinger. Flywinger, meet Eliesmore.”

      Flywinger snorted and shook his head, his silvery mane moving up and down. “Hello, Eliesmore. I am Flywinger. I love to run.” He turned to the side, allowing Eliesmore to mount up.

      “Have you ridden before?” Leaka asked, stroking Flywinger’s side.

      “Once.” Eliesmore shuddered, thinking back to the impromptu flight from the Rakhai.

      “Grip with your thighs, and by all means, do not pull his mane.” She cupped her hands. “I’ll give you a leg up.”

      Feeling inadequate, Eliesmore allowed her to help him mount up. “I’m sorry we did not get to talk longer.” He looked down at the Mermi. “I would have liked to hear more about your father and your journey.”

      Leaka smiled; her pointed teeth glittered in her mouth. “We will speak again. When you return.” She patted his knee, a gesture that reminded him of his mother, and a teardrop of sorrow enfolded his heart.

      “We ride north with Fastshed and his company until we reach the upper edge of the Sandy Sizge Hills,” Idrithar called, springing up on Fastshed. He tucked his staff behind him. “From there, we turn west.”

      Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka stood shoulder to shoulder. As Fastshed leaned into a gallop, they lifted their hands in farewell. Eliesmore twisted on Flywinger’s back, watching their exotic forms fade into the trees. The fortress disappeared in a blur as if it had never been there. The horses picked their way through the thick underbrush. Vines poked and prodded Eliesmore as he ducked low over Flywinger’s back, gently twining his fingers through the silver mane. It was only a few minutes before his eye caught the cusp of a blue twinkle, and he started, sitting up straighter on Flywinger’s back and looking out. The trees parted like doors, and he caught his breath in excitement as the view ripped into his vision, opening his senses. Before him lay a great body of water much like the Jaded Sea. It was a sea of sapphire, bathing itself in sparkling light. He watched the way the waves twinkled as they curved, creating a song and dancing to music only they could hear. White froth threw itself on the shore, scattering the bleached sands and tossing up lily pads, bracken, and seaweed. The light salt tickled his nose and charmed his tongue, and just when he thought the taste of raw fishiness would turn his insides, he caught another odor—strong and distinct but not unpleasant. It quivered around him before it disappeared.

      “Ready?” A voice drifted to him, and it was a few seconds before he noticed Flywinger was speaking to him. Before he could reply, Flywinger stretched out his neck, picked up his hooves, and began to run. They dashed across the sand, sending sprays of grit flying out behind him. Eliesmore closed his eyes, leaning into the acceleration as moist wind slapped against his face. Their speed picked up until he felt a bouncing in his heart like he was flying. He heard the thunder of the Green Company as they tore up the beach. They were headed north to uncertain lands. Anxiety drifted away as an involuntary smile covered his face. He felt foolish as he grinned like an idiot. This must be the spirit of the Cron his mother had passed on to him: the desire to be out in the wild where adventure was his for the taking and the freedom of traveling through glorious lands where mysteries awaited. He basked in the knowledge he was not alone, only one of those seekers, those Treasure Hunters, one who would right the world. Something gave way in his heart, and he didn’t know how, but he found himself laughing like he was back in the glade singing and dancing with the creatures of the wood.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Pink rays shot across the sky, and the horses slowed to a canter. The shores had long since faded, leaving the water of Oceantic naught but a dream. Pale grasses flowed over Sanga San, and Eliesmore was still burning with excitement when Idrithar called for a halt. Flywinger snorted, his body heaving as he caught his breath. Eliesmore tumbled off him, watching the white horses drift away. The horses grazed in the grass, their noses searching for fresh water. Unsure of what to do next, he turned and observed his companions. Glashar stood on a hill and watched the south with her arms folded across her chest. Idrithar walked up the slope toward her. His deep voice drifting to Eliesmore’s ears: “What do you see?”

      “Nothing yet.” Glashar’s eyes remained forward. “It is not safe. We should not tarry here long.”

      “Fastshed and company need a rest,” Idrithar agreed. “We eat here and then move on.”

      Glashar gave him a brief nod as he walked away, staying where she was.

      Eliesmore turned to the west. Dathiem and Zhane were walking among the white horses. Curious, Eliesmore observed as they went to each one, patting their backs, rubbing their noses, and speaking with them. Before he could question their actions, he was distracted by a whiff of smoke. Yamier was standing over a fire, poking at something in a hole he’d created below the fire. Optimistic and Wekin sat cross-legged on the ground near him. Optimistic waved his hands as he talked, and Wekin laughed as he picked at the grass, tossing it aside to create a mud pile for himself. Further north, Arldrine stood with Ellagine and Visra. They strode down the hill and disappeared out of sight. “Eliesmore!” Optimistic waved a hand over his head. “Come join us.”

      By the time Eliesmore reached them, he could see Wekin drawing a map of the Eastern Hill Countries in the dirt. “How did you learn how to do that?” he asked, staring at the details of hill and forest.

      “My father was a mapmaker.” Wekin’s blue eyes drifted before they focused and a grin came to his face. “He taught me. It’s the one skill I have.” He laughed. “And likely the only reason Idrithar let Yamier and me come along. I’m a mapmaker, and Yamier is a cook. We can’t do much else.”

      “Don’t discredit your talent,” Optimistic encouraged.

      “What about your weapons?” Eliesmore’s noted Wekin’s sword.

      Wekin shrugged. “I don’t think I can fight. I have a sword, but I am terrible at using it, despite Zhane's instruction.”

      “I don’t know how to use mine either,” Eliesmore admitted. “It’s mostly out of fear, I think.”

      “What?” Dropping his stick, Wekin jumped up, and his mouth hung open. “But you’re the One. You are supposed to know everything. How can you be the One if you don’t even know how to fight?”

      “Aye!” Yamier walked over. “Wekin keep it down.” He glanced around to see who had seen the outburst. “I see Idrithar looking over here. I don’t want to get into trouble.”

      “I don’t care,” Wekin announced, sticking his nose in the air. He turned back to Eliesmore. “What did you learn growing up?”

      Eliesmore sat down, surprised and offended by Wekin’s outburst. It only confirmed his suspicions. How was he supposed to be the One if he didn’t know the languages of the world, how to fight, or even how to navigate? “My mother told me tales of the Heroes of Old,” he began. Wekin’s curious blue eyes caused his memories to unlock. “Every year we planted a garden. I know how to make plants grow and how to harvest them, and I do know a thing or two about cooking.” He squared his shoulders, feeling better about himself. “I think my mother knew I was the One; she kept me close. The only time I was away from her was when I snuck out to dance with the Iaens and creatures of the wood.”

      “You did what?” Wekin rocked forward on his knees. “Tell me about it!” he demanded.

      Optimistic, who had been looking off north, turned back to their conversation. “I’ve been curious about this as well. Eliesmore, the Iaens will not permit anyone to enter their wood, much less dance with them. How did it happen?”

      Eliesmore smiled. Here was one secret and one advantage he had over the others. “It used to happen each night,” he began, eyes glowing as he leaned forward. He described for Wekin and Optimistic the gathering of animals on the hill and the trail to the forest. Yamier joined when he explained in great detail the Iaens and the enchanting music they played. It seemed a dream of long ago, and he wished with all his heart he could be back in the middle of glory. Words fell flat, and he was unable to convey the sensation of life it gifted him. When he finished, he sat back, and the joy evaporated from his face.

      “And now they are gone,” Wekin burst out in dejection. “No more to song and dance.”

      Optimistic patted him on the shoulder. “At least we have three of them with us; maybe they will restore the glory days.”

      Idrithar cleared his throat behind them. “Come now. We need to eat so we can move on.”

      “Move on?” Yamier’s mouth dropped open, and he stared from Idrithar to the fire.

      “What? We just stopped,” Wekin spluttered, recovering his tongue much faster than Yamier did. “We don’t even get to sleep?”

      Idrithar leaned on his walking staff, weary for a moment. “Yamier, I know the Mermis packed a special meal for this moment. It should be done cooking. Put out the fire and serve it so we can leave.” With that statement, he turned and walked away.

      Wekin turned to Eliesmore; his dark blue eyes were wide. “Can you believe it? He wants to go!”

      Optimistic burst out laughing, rocking back and forth.

      Eliesmore shrugged. “On my way to the fortress, we ran all day and half the night. Even then, we got up early to run on.”

      “What?” Wekin sat back, fanning himself. “Weren’t you tired?”

      Eliesmore frowned. “Yes, the Rakhai were hunting us though; we had to keep going.”

      “Eh?” Wekin grunted. “I did not sign up for all this traveling with no sleep. I need my rest. Do you think Idrithar will recant?”

      “Wekin.” Optimistic snorted. “You can’t be serious! This is a quest. Please don’t ask Idrithar; he’ll make you go back.”

      Wekin huffed. “I suppose. Optimistic, you should have explained what this quest involved.”

      “Would you have changed your mind?” Optimistic grinned as he stood, dusting off his pants.

      “No…” Wekin jumped up. “At least we get to eat, aye, Optimistic?”

      Yamier kicked over the fire and smothered it with the grass. Using a stick, he dug out what he’d been cooking and began to hand food out. As if a bell had sounded, the rest of the company began to gather, lining up behind Yamier’s fire as he handed a parcel to each one. Optimistic walked over to Eliesmore, holding two flat leaves with what looked like a loaf of round bread. He held out one to Eliesmore. “Oh, I’m not hungry.” Eliesmore waved it away.

      Optimistic raised an eyebrow before sticking the bread right under Eliesmore’s nose. “Smell that? How about now?”

      Despite himself, his mouth watered as he smelled the yeast on the bread and the heavy tang of meat and vegetables. He opened the leaf and bit into the bread. It melted in his mouth, and a few drops of gravy dribbled down his chin. He took another bite into carrots and beef, humming in satisfaction. He hadn’t realized his eyes were closed until he opened them and saw Visra smirking down at him. His throat grew dry, and his hunger faded.

      “Visra, join us.” Optimistic waved his hand. “Eliesmore, have you been introduced to Visra yet?”

      Eliesmore choked and coughed. How could Optimistic be so warm with the terrible Jesnidrain? “We’ve met,” he croaked out.

      “Yes, this morning in fact,” Visra confirmed. Lifting her stuffed bread, she took an enormous bite, her cheeks bulging as she chomped down her meal.

      “Relish it, Visra.” Optimistic laughed at her. “You can’t be that hungry.”

      Visra crossed her ankles. “Starving. Whatever we ate for the first meal was rubbish.” She pointed to Eliesmore, talking with her mouth full. “Optimistic, I think your friend is frightened of me.”

      Optimistic jerked his blond head to Eliesmore. “How come? Oh, Visra, did you try to frighten him? You know you shouldn’t greet people like that. Eliesmore, I promise she’s harmless.”

      Eliesmore could not tear his eyes away from Visra’s pointed teeth and the way her dark eyes glared at him. They were cold. How come Optimistic couldn’t see that?

      “Tell him my story,” Visra suggested to Optimistic, sticking her chin out at him. A chunk of meat got stuck in her teeth, and she reached a finger in, yanking it out and inspecting it before popping it back into her mouth.

      Optimistic had the decency to look slightly uncomfortable. He turned to Eliesmore as if Visra did not exist. “Visra used to be an assassin before the Idrains caught her. They took her powers away from her as punishment before letting her walk free. She has roamed the forests between Shimla and the fortress in Sanga San, waiting for you, I suppose. We have all been waiting for you, Eliesmore.”

      “Now you know.” Visra grinned suddenly and spread her hands. “Are you going to eat that?” She pointed at Eliesmore’s half-eaten meal.

      “Visra,” Optimistic warned. “Yamier has more if you are hungry.”

      Visra glanced toward Yamier, who was eating with Wekin and Arldrine. “I think not. Optimistic, did you bring me more songs?”

      Optimistic’s face reddened, but Eliesmore noticed the light in his eyes. “Err…no. We should write one about our journey.”

      “I would like that,” Visra said, and for the first time, Eliesmore saw a softness in her eyes. That must be what Optimistic saw.

      “We are writing a book of songs together,” Optimistic confided to Eliesmore. “But, please, don’t tell anyone. They’d laugh.”

      “Who would laugh?” Eliesmore smiled. He was happy to be confided in. “I think present company would be impressed.”

      Optimistic ducked his head and continued to smile, just as a piercing whistle split the air. “Prepare to travel!” Idrithar called.

      Visra jumped as if she’d been burned. Spreading her wings, she strode away without another word.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Optimistic said, noticing Eliesmore’s shudder as he watched her. “She’s harmless.”

      Yamier and Wekin walked up to them, tugging their packs onto their backs. “I already miss the Mermis.” Yamier pouted.

      “You can go back to the fortress.” Wekin nudged him. “And miss out on the adventure and lack of sleep.” He narrowed his eyes in Idrithar’s direction.

      Zhane walked by. He paused when he saw Wekin’s map. “We don’t need Wekin to get into trouble today,” he muttered, brushing away the map with his hands and covering the bare patch with grass.

      “Zhane.” Eliesmore walked over to the tall Tider.

      “Yes?”

      “I never learned how to sword fight properly. Will you teach me?”

      “Yes, along with Wekin and Yamier. We must all be able to fight well.” He looked ahead, and his eyes darkened. “We know not what lies ahead.”

      As soon as Zhane finished speaking, they both heard a faraway howl. A deeper one sounded, vibrating across the ground and chilling Eliesmore as his eyes met Zhane’s. “Danger.” The word dropped from Zhane’s lips.

      Eliesmore nodded at him, feeling a kinship toward the Tider as they shared a mutual feeling of endangerment. “We should go,” Eliesmore added. He felt his heartbeat quickening; the rigid stiffness was back. He never had a moment to relax or to bask in the enjoyment of the adventure. Turning, he snatched up his pack and fled toward the white horses. Flywinger trotted forward to meet him.

      “To the horses. Now!” Dathiem stern voice swept through the air, leaving no choice except obedience.

      Eliesmore saw Arldrine ahead. She dived onto one of the horses and leaned over his neck, her legs curled up over the horses back. Her mount took the lead, hooves kicking up chunks of dirt as they fled over the rolling hills. For a moment, Eliesmore wished he were taller and faster. Flywinger nuzzled his shoulder and knelt, allowing Eliesmore to mount with ease. “Thank you,” he breathed, watching Flywinger’s ears twitch.

      Behind him, he heard Wekin cry, “Wait for us! We can’t get on the horses quite as fast as you can.” There was a clear note of fear zinging through his voice.

      Eliesmore turned as Flywinger rose beneath him. He watched Zhane give Wekin a leg up and Dathiem toss Yamier onto a horse before they ran to their own mounts. No sooner had the company set off when they heard two more howls, one right after the other. Their screams were closer to the Green Company. Fastshed and his herd did not waste any time. Refreshed, their legs surged forward, turning from a canter into a full gallop. Like a strong wind in a storm, they skimmed through the grass with the horses’ hooves touching the ground for mere seconds. As they traveled farther, Eliesmore began to relax. The way the horses were running reminded him of a song Optimistic has sung their first night of travel. It was a time which seemed so long ago. The words: “here we go like falling thunder” seemed quite relevant to the way the horse hooves pounded the ground, knocking the grass flat.  They galloped for a while as the night turned black; the stars were hidden by clouds. The moon came sulkily out to watch the goings down below, yet it often hid behind clouds. From far above, those down below looked like white shadows hastily covering the ground.
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      Much later, perhaps toward the midnight hour, Eliesmore saw Glashar, who was riding near him, turn back. A ray of moonlight caught her face, showing him her wide eyes. Twining his fingers through Flywinger’s mane, he dared a glimpse back, yet his eyes saw nothing. Glashar rose on her mount, shouting in the Iaen language: “Ti hítíer retítíh fatverívóg govírevatfi.”

      The horses slowed down and circled, prancing in place and giving their riders a moment to convene. “What do you see out there Glashar?” Idrithar asked, taking charge of the situation.

      “They are coming,” she said, her voice falling into the shadows of the night.

      No one asked who or what was coming. A sinking dread filled Eliesmore. He knew. “We ride northwest!” Idrithar ordered. Fastshed led the way across the wild lands; his company reared and leaped with ferocity behind him. The grass grew shorter beneath their hooves; trees and bushes dotted the landscape, creating obstacles to gallop around.

      Eliesmore shut his eyes, hesitant to believe the Rakhai were there. Where had they come from? How had they found the Green Company so quickly? Hadn’t the Mermis cloaked their journey in secrecy? He closed his eyes, feeling the wind rush across his face. Turning his neck, he opened them.

      At first, he saw nothing except the silvery shadows of night. Relief flooded through his body, and just as he turned away, one of the shadows leaped. He saw it clearly in a beam of moonlight: a black creature, much like a panther. It kept pace with the horses, although its body was low to the ground. Eliesmore could see the creature leaping over bushes without a thought, yet it was the being on top of the panther that made his heart grow cold. The Monrages had returned, silently surrounding the Green Company on the red-eyed creatures. Eliesmore tore his eyes away, unsure what to do. Should he warn the others? Could they see their doom at their feet, running beside them?

      Ahead of him, Eliesmore saw one of the panthers leap, claws out, as it swiped at one of the horses. Flywinger whined in fear and changed course, jumping over a bush and gaining speed. In a blur, Eliesmore saw the other horses spreading out, attempting to escape. A howl echoed through the night behind him, and a horse crashed into the underbrush, screaming in fear and possibly pain. Eliesmore dropped one hand to his sword hilt, losing his balance as Flywinger jumped over shrubbery. Eliesmore bounced like a bag of potatoes. One hand gripped the Jeweled Sword. He drew it just as Flywinger ran under the low-hanging branch of a tree. Pain shot through his face as the branch lashed him, forcing drops of blood to drip from his head. Using the back of his sword hand, he brushed it out of his eyes and raised his sword. He could hear Flywinger laboring as he dashed toward the trees. Glashar was standing in the entrance of the wood with the white horse she had been riding. They looked like a formidable pair because Glashar was glowing gold with fury. She lifted her bow and sent a white arrow flying through the air toward one of the black panthers.

      Flywinger slowed down as if he were growing tired. When Eliesmore leaned forward to urge him onward, he saw one of the Monrages riding alongside him. She gave him a dark grin as their eyes met and reached for him, a wasted hand calling for him. Fear bloomed brightly in his heart as he slashed at her hand with his sword. A shock reverberated through his body as he made contact and was hurled through the air. Eliesmore lost his breath for a moment as he landed, only to be dragged up and back. “It’s okay Eliesmore,” Arldrine’s voice assured him. “It’s just me.” He stopped flailing as he allowed her to help him stand. She met his eyes for a brief second and pushed him backward, leaping in front of him as she reached for another arrow.

      Eliesmore held his sword gingerly, ducking as Arldrine let loose an arrow, even though he was behind her. In front of them, Zhane was on the ground, dodging the attack from one of the Rakhai on her beast, his sword flashing in the brief glimpse of light. He was quick with his sword and fast with his feet. All the same, Arldrine took aim. She let loose an arrow that sank into the beast Zhane was fighting. The panther snarled, baring its teeth, and merely continued to fight.

      Dathiem was nowhere near the forest, and Eliesmore noted most of the Rakhai were between Dathiem and the Green Company. Dathiem was running, pausing to send arrows that shot the life out of some of the creatures. Eliesmore counted as he watched, his heart flip-flopping as he realized he could only see five of the Rakhai. Where were the others?

      “Eliesmore!” Arldrine jolted him back to the present moment. “Get back into the forest out of sight.”

      Eliesmore stumbled over branches as he obeyed, slamming his back against a tree truck. He paused, forcing himself to catch his breath. He held the Jeweled Sword in both hands, watching the sharp blade as he breathed. Fear danced on the edges of his vision, tempting him to run and reminding him he wasn’t old enough, experienced enough, or knowledgeable enough to be the One. His pulse pounded, and he could feel himself sweating. To distract himself, he peeked out from around the tree trunk to see how his companions were faring.

      Zhane’s sword sliced through one of the panthers, ripping it from end to end. Its body fell open, and the innards spilled out on the ground. Eliesmore balked in horror at the violent action. His eyes were riveted to Zhane as he spun around and shouted something to Dathiem. Zhane turned toward the forest where Arldrine stood. She had an arrow in her bow yet no target in sight. That’s when Eliesmore noticed the Rakhai seemed to have disappeared, leaving only their monstrous creatures behind.

      “Run!” Zhane was shouting as he bounded closer, the blood on his sword leaving a crimson path behind him.

      Arldrine dropped her stance and ran toward Eliesmore, leaving Glashar to guard the forest while she waited for Dathiem to catch up. “Let’s go!” Arldrine shouted to Eliesmore, pointing farther into the wood.

      Eliesmore leaped out of hiding and ran forward only to stumble to a stop as a Monrage rose in front of him. He could see her wasted face quite clearly. It was as if she’d been there all along, waiting for him to move. Again, he was taken aback by her uncanny resemblance to Ellagine, yet his thoughts did not tarry long as he saw a black crown grow on her head. Light shot out of it, aimed at Eliesmore, and out of reflex, he lifted his sword, blocking it. The Monrage gave a scream of anger and raised her hands, her fingers curling into a fist. One of Eliesmore’s hands flew to his heart as if someone were draining his strength. He sank to the ground just as a black panther sprang out of the wood with a howl, leaping toward him.

      A white arrow caught the panther in the throat, tossing it onto its back where it lay still. The Monrage shrieked and dashed away as Eliesmore gasped for air. Arldrine ran past him, dagger in hand, as she stood over the panther. In an instance, all was still in the wood aside from their heavy breathing.

      “Where are the others?” Dathiem demanded as he ran up to them with Glashar and Zhane.

      Arldrine reached out a hand and helped Eliesmore up. She jerked her chin west. “I believe they are on the other side of the wood.”

      Glashar grabbed another arrow from her quiver. “Ial iál, something is wrong,” she whispered in two languages.

      Eliesmore felt the sting of her words vibrate through his body, hastening his steps. They ran through the forest out into a glade where the moon shone down upon a battlefield. Blue fire flew from Idrithar’s fingers as he power fought the Monrages while Ellagine was nothing more than a queen of green fire, intensifying as she strode forward. Yamier and Wekin were backed into a corner by a panther who sprang and snarled at them, yet no one seemed to notice their predicament. Visra was laughing, a high-pitched whine that carried through the air while she fought, twirling and slashing in vain. Her sword moved too fast for the naked eye to grasp. It was the quiet whimper that made Eliesmore jump with his heart in his throat. A blond head was sprawled in the grass. One arm was lifted as if the person were begging for help. Dathiem ran toward the whimper with his pack in his hands; his bow and arrows were forgotten.

      “Let’s cover them.” Arldrine motioned to Glashar, raising her bow.

      Zhane was already gone, tumbling in the direction of Yamier and Wekin.

      Eliesmore froze, watching the white arrows spin in the moonlight. He turned to follow Dathiem, dreading what he would find. Even as he spun, something cold and hard dug into his neck. It was sharp enough to tear the soft skin around his hair. Jerking backward he knew, even before his eyes saw her. When he tilted his head, he found himself face to face with a Monrage.

      We meet again, her eyes said, although not a word came from her lips. The dark eyes flickered as she pushed the sword into his neck. A drop of blood rolled down; its fall cushioned by his shirt. Come with me.

      The words danced in his head, shutting out everything else. You’ll be free. You’ll be powerful. Come.

      Why? He didn’t understand. How could he be free if he went with the Rakhai?

      They brought this upon themselves. They are using you for their own wishes. Come.

      Eliesmore did not have a response; he felt trickles of sweat rolling down his cheek while the Monrage pushed harder with her sword. An odd sensation rippled through his body. He heard someone calling his name; they sounded far away. His hand twitched, and suddenly he brought his sword up. The Monrage hissed, recoiling at his sudden action. He could feel his hands shaking as he swung the sword toward her, unsure as to why she hadn’t killed him when she had the opportunity. A profound sense of foreboding overcame him as he fought, knowing it was only a matter of time until she stabbed him again. His wounded side hurt, reminding him he was too weak. He couldn’t fight a Monrage and expect to win. Although she was not in his head anymore, he could see the laughter in her dangerous eyes. She meant to kill him one way or another.

      “Get away from him,” a voice demanded from behind him. It was cold, hard, and furious. A ball of green erupted, lifting up the Monrage and throwing her flat on her back. Ellagine strode forward with a sword in hand.

      The Monrage attempted to rise. Ellagine hurled another ball of green flames at her, driving her into the ground. The Monrage lifted her hands in front of her face, ducking and cringing in anticipation of the next blow. It came without hesitation. Ellagine moved forward, relentless, and hurled flames of light into the Monrage until she lay prostrate on the ground.

      Eliesmore gaped in horror, unable to look away from the lack of control displayed by Ellagine. Two strong hands grasped his shoulder. Zhane. “This way!” he ordered.

      Eliesmore was restored to his feet, and even though his legs felt heavy, he ran with the others. The night passed in a blur. He found himself once again on Flywinger’s back. A torrent of thoughts flew through his mind. What happened to Optimistic? Where were the Monrages? Had they lost them? It seemed so long before they slowed to a stop and Eliesmore heard Idrithar calling, “We rest here tonight.” Eliesmore tumbled off Flywinger and sank down where he landed. He used his pack as a pillow. The strain of the night was over, and he relaxed into a blessed sleep.
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      “Something is wrong.” Idrithar leaned on his staff, his brow heavy with trepidation.

      Zhane folded his arms across his chest, letting his fingertips graze the hilt of his sword. His body was alive with adrenaline from the intensity of their encounter with the Rakhai. The undercurrent of anger pulsed through him like a need. Once he started fighting, it was hard to stop. “They had us.” His left hand squeezed into a fist. “They should have slain us all.”

      Idrithar narrowed his eyes, reaching a hand up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “They want to frighten us and make us run. Think about it. Optimistic could have been killed today. Instead, they stabbed him and moved on.”

      Zhane hummed, uncertainty tickling the back of his throat. “Why are they doing this?”

      “Remember when Optimistic left, in January, to search for Ellagine?”

      Zhane nodded. He’d disagreed with Idrithar’s choice to let Optimistic leave. By the time he had a chance to voice his opinion, Optimistic was gone. “It was a needless danger to send the Keeper of the Green Stone out on his own.”

      Idrithar scratched his beard, ignoring Zhane’s rebuke. “You know I followed him for a while. Nothing touched him. According to the old scrolls, the Green People discovered the location of the Green Stone over two hundred years ago. In fact, it stands to reason that Magdela the Monrage was aware of the Green Stone and the prophecies concerning it. It begs the question: why have the immortals left something so powerful in the hands of the mortals? Why not take it for themselves?”

      The knowledge danced just out of his reach as Zhane turned his body to face Idrithar. “What are you saying? There’s a reason Optimistic has the Green Stone? Still has the Green Stone?”

      “Perhaps.” Idrithar grunted. “It is purely speculation on my end. I believe the Green Stone is useless.”

      Zhane gave a short, barking laugh. “Useless? Have you not held it in your hands and felt the power?”

      Idrithar held up a finger, continuing his thought. “Unless Eliesmore dissolves it. I think the immortals know there’s no point in killing Optimistic or Eliesmore until it’s done.”

      Zhane sighed, confused. “Then why keep the rest of us alive?”

      “It is peculiar. We may see they start to cut off us and divide us from each other one by one. Zhane.” Idrithar’s hand gripped Zhane’s shoulder, the solemnness of his next words driving into Zhane’s core. “If that happens, if we fall, you must keep going. Do not turn back; do not stop. Forward is the only way. You and I both know the way to the Idrain Fountain. Eliesmore will need one of us to complete his quest.”

      Zhane nodded, frowning. There was no need to confirm Idrithar’s words; they were both aware of the oath they had sworn. Idrithar dropped his hand from Zhane’s shoulder and turned his gaze toward the west. The land was eerily quiet. Zhane squeezed his fists, allowing doubt to poke holes in his mind. He bit his tongue before he let his next words drift to Idrithar’s ears. “If the Changers are waiting for Eliesmore to dissolve the Green Stone, they are planning an elaborate deception and are waiting to ambush us.”

      “Yes,” Idrithar replied. His voice was bland and matter-of-fact.

      This was what Zhane liked about Idrithar; they tended to be alike in their thinking. They could speak plainly with each other, weighing the pros and cons of a situation before coming to a decision.

      “Then we need to find out how to avoid the trap before we reach the Constel Heights.” Zhane scrubbed at his face in frustration.

      “We have to think like they do,” Idrithar suggested.

      “It makes me question why we need to dissolve the Green Stone.” Zhane shrugged. “But I can’t see any way around it. Either we go to the Constel Heights or else the Changers take over. I fear we may find ourselves in a worse predicament once Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone.”

      “I will continue to think about this. Let’s discuss this again soon,” Idrithar reasoned.

      “Should we talk to the Idrains? Perhaps they will know?” Zhane offered.

      “Perhaps.” Idrithar pinched his lips together as if he disagreed.
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      Year 783 (160 Years Ago). Castle Range.

      

      He spent the next year drowning in pleasure. Once the Green Lady agreed to help him, it seemed as if she cast her spell over Castle Range. She deceived his brother and sister into trusting her and decided to take over the care and management of their prisoner. She dropped clues regarding the Green Stone while pretending she needed to study the knowledge of the deep to find it. She taught the people groups to trust them and encouraged them to move into the castle to not only guard it, but also take care of their daily needs of food and drink. Within the month, she became his lover, or he became her lover. He could not tell how she had bewitched him.

      “Tell me,” he’d asked her once. “What do they call you? Do you have a name?” The Green People had a naming tradition. The daughter usually took the last syllable of her mother's name. A name would give him a clue to her parentage.

      “You may call me whatever you like.” She’d given him a shy smile. “I will tell you my name on the day you give me yours.”

      He’d frowned, but he hadn’t given in to her charms. His name was sacred. He feared speaking it, lest the people groups hear and discover him alive against all the odds. As for her, he could not understand why she was tight-lipped when it came to her past.

      “Who are your parents?” He lay in bed, propped up on one elbow as he watched her.

      She wore a sheer gown that left nothing to the imagination as she perched on the windowsill with her leather journal in hand. It seemed to be her constant companion. She only wrote in it occasionally, but, from time to time, she studied it. He planned to steal it from her, yet the opportunity eluded him.

      “Does it matter who my parents are…were…” She stumbled over the words, chewing on the end of her quill. “Who are your parents?”

      “I am much older than you. Besides, I have no family.” The truth was all he could give her. She was too young to understand half-truths. “I heard the Green People dwelt solely in the Western World.”

      “They did,” she confirmed, nodding yet refusing to take the bait. “They migrated here after the great war.”

      “But you have always been in the South World?” He knew every face of the Green People, yet he’d never seen hers. Either she’d always been in the South World, or she was new and young. Quite young. He shifted in annoyance.

      “Yes. Where does this line of questioning lead? What are you attempting to guess?”

      “If you had family, we could stay with them in hiding. We could no longer be prisoners within these stone walls.” He gestured to the room that bound them inside. “We could leave, build an army, and throw down the Dark Two who quest for the Green Stone, the ultimate power. You know what will happen if they find the Green Stone, dissolve it, and take the power of creation for themselves.”

      “Yes.” She rose. Leaving her journal by the window, she returned to the bed and straddled him. Placing her hands on his naked shoulders, she stared down at him. “I have been thinking about our dilemma, and since you mention family, I have a solution. It will not be swift, but as you say, ‘Blood of my blood’, one does not betray one's own bloodline. If you had a child, if we had a child, it could be the start of our own army. You are as strong and powerful as am I. Think of what we could accomplish with our own children.”

      She rocked against him as he grabbed her waist, hard enough to bruise her. She hypnotized him with her words. He knew he was an all-powerful being; he should never stoop to mix his blood with those beneath him. She was beneath him, but he was lost, drifting and drowning in her embrace.

      “Children.” He repeated, loathing the word yet recognizing the hope it gave him. “Children will be our allies, and none will suspect them.”

      “Yes.” Her breath came short. “They will complete the deeds. Find power for us. Free us from tyranny. They will be our hope.”

      “Freedom,” he whispered. It would take time. Time he had. And just before he succumbed to pleasure, a plan unfolded and ripened.
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      Eliesmore awakened lying face down in a pile of damp moss near a bush. He rolled over, blowing leaves out of his face and wrinkling his nose against the rotting smell they gave off. It seemed to be midmorning, and he could hear the gentle snore of his companions. He sat up, counting them with his eyes. In the distance, he could make out what looked like Idrithar, standing with his back to the Green Company. He was hunched over his staff in a way that it appeared he slept standing up. Yamier and Wekin lay near him, back to back, with their hands tucked under their heads as they snored faintly. Zhane was leaning against a tree. Eliesmore could not tell whether he was asleep or awake. Dathiem and Optimistic were sprawled out behind some bushes. Before he could figure out where his female companions were, his stomach rumbled in dissatisfaction.

      Reaching for his pack, he opened it for the first time and peered inside to see what kind of treasures the Mermis had given him. At the top, there was dried meat wrapped in leaves. Eliesmore unfolded one and began to chew; it was salty with hints of hickory. He turned it over on his tongue, unsure how he felt about the taste. A sound made him jump; he looked around. The quiet snores of his companions continued. He took another bite, and then it came again: a hiss and then chattering above him. Eliesmore craned his neck, searching for the source. His eyes spied a booted foot hanging from a tree branch. It moved. Looking up, he caught a glimpse of Glashar’s golden hair. “I just want to talk,” Glashar whispered.

      Eliesmore, keeping an eye on her, crawled closer to the tree until he could hear the exchange properly. He wondered who she was talking to. A squirrel? A bird? He couldn’t imagine why she would take the trouble to climb a tree to speak to an animal.

      “Go away,” a creature replied to Glashar; its tone was hostile and forceful.

      The words were almost visible, sharp as a pointed sword, driving into Glashar. He could see her petite frame perched on a tree branch. Her legs swung free as she held on to a twig with one hand. Although her face was hidden, he could tell she was angry by the way her shoulders hunched forward. “We are only passing through; we will not bother your tribe.”

      “You are trespassing on our land. Get out!”

      “I will wake my companions, and we will leave. You have my word.”

      “No, you will leave now. We detest people. The very sight of you makes our eyes hurt. Go a different route that is not through our land.”

      Eliesmore determined the person responding to Glashar was a female, but he could not see her.

      “You have my word,” Glashar went on. “I will return to the ground, wake my companions, and we will leave you in peace. Will those terms be agreeable?”

      A hush came over the treetops as if the creatures were considering. There was a hasty chatter, and Eliesmore saw the branches flutter and shake as if tiny animals were climbing through them. He was puzzled as to why he couldn’t see them.

      “Agreed,” the spiteful reply came.

      “I thank you.” Glashar turned to climb down.

      A buzzing sound sprayed the air, and a dark form landed on the branch beside Glashar. “Glashar. Wodnidrains!” Visra shirked in glee.

      Glashar arched her back and hissed, either in surprise or anger, Eliesmore wasn’t sure which. Her eyes settled on Visra, begging her to shut up. “We just made a deal.”

      Visra threw back her head and gave a harsh laugh. “A deal? You can’t make a deal with the little devils.”

      “It is the enemy!” a Wodnidrain (Eliesmore assumed) cried. “Rally! Rally!”

      The call of a horn blasted through the leaves that began to shudder and shake when a large number of voices took up the cry.

      “See what you’ve done!” Glashar spun to Visra in a fury.

      Visra snickered and lifted off, drawing her bow and arrow. “Oops, looks like we have to fight them.”

      Eliesmore crawled away from the tree. “Wake up,” he shouted to his companions. “The Wodnidrains are assailing us!”

      Dathiem walked up from behind a bush. His bow was slung on his back. “Wodnidrains? In these parts?” Optimistic stumbled behind him.

      “Yes, look!” Eliesmore cried, pointing to the tree where Glashar and Visra were still arguing.

      Arldrine appeared with her hands on her hips. She glanced at the tree in displeasure. “What do they think they are doing? You can’t negotiate with Wodnidrains.”

      “We should be going,” Idrithar called, reminding them to get moving instead of staring.

      “Going? Now? But we haven’t eaten yet,” Wekin protested as he picked up his pack.

      “You will have to learn there are more important things than eating on this journey, Wekin.” Idrithar frowned at him.

      Wekin stuck out his lower lip, caught Yamier’s eye, and gave a deep sigh.

      “Seftisws, I wonder where Fastshed and his company have gotten to.” Zhane peered at their surroundings; the white horses were nowhere to be found.

      “This way.” Dathiem pointed, striding through the trees.

      Eliesmore fell in step with Zhane, noticing no one seemed to be as concerned about the Wodnidrains as he was. “What was that word you just said? It didn’t sound like the common tongue,” he asked

      “It’s the language of the Iaen.” Zhane shrugged. “It comes so naturally now that I often forget I am speaking a different tongue.”

      “I would like to learn it,” Eliesmore said tentatively.

      Zhane paused, glancing down at Eliesmore before nodding in agreement. “So you shall.”

      He said nothing more so Eliesmore turned to Optimistic. He was unusually quiet; his lips were closed tight. “How is your wound?” Eliesmore ventured, regretting the question the moment it escaped his lips.

      Optimistic blinked, a streak of agony piercing his face. “It wasn’t deep. Thanks to Dathiem’s healing skills, it barely hurts now.” He shrugged.

      “Oh…” The look on Optimistic’s face discouraged further conversation.

      As they strode out of the sparse wood, they found Fastshed and company standing in a circle with their heads down. At first, Eliesmore thought they were grazing, but as he watched them, he saw they weren’t moving.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked Zhane.

      Zhane waved his hand, motioning for the others to halt as he and Dathiem walked forward to join the circle of horses.

      Eliesmore counted, and there were only nine. He felt his heart sink. What happened to the other two White Steeds? He felt cold and glanced over his shoulder, searching for the enemies of darkness that had come to steal away his peace. Idrithar strode past; his face was an impassive mask. “Those who are lost remain lost,” he muttered.

      “This is a great loss indeed,” Arldrine said. She moved between Eliesmore and Optimistic. “We should grieve with them.” She led them up to the circle of white horses.

      Placing their hands on the horses’ backs, the Green Company stood in silence; they let the memory of their lost comrades sink in.

      Eliesmore shifted, realizing he’d never known the names of the lost horses. He wanted to walk away from the moment of silence, feeling guilt rise up. It was his fault, after all, that the horses were dead. Killed. The Rakhai were after him. Perhaps it would be better if he and Optimistic slunk away. Even as he thought it, Eliesmore knew he was too selfish to do anything other than follow the Green Company. He had no idea where they were nor where they were going. He assumed west toward the sea. How would they cross it? What mysteries lay on the other side? He wanted to leave and move onward without waiting for the company to grieve. It seemed an eternity until Fastshed lifted his head and told Idrithar he was ready to move on. Eliesmore turned away; he was the first to break the circle as he searched for Flywinger. Walking up to the giant stallion, he smiled. “Hello, Flywinger. I’m glad you’re safe.” Even as the words came out of his mouth, they felt wrong.

      Flywinger tossed his mane. “Eliesmore.”

      Dathiem walked up to distract him; a frown was centered between his brows. "Here, I'll give you a leg up." He bent his knee and cupped his hands. Dathiem’s dark brown hair had been braided back, and Eliesmore could see shades of red as the sunlight hit it. Feeling intimidated, he accepted Dathiem’s help and settled onto Flywinger’s back. He opened his mouth to express his thanks, but the words were stuck in his throat.

      "Optimistic." Dathiem spun, not one for small talk. "Come. Ride with me."

      Eliesmore saw Glashar out of the corner of his eye. She was scowling with her arms crossed before Ellagine tapped her on the shoulder. She nodded, still eyeing Dathiem and Optimistic. Eliesmore sighed. The attack of the Rakhai had damped their spirits; he could see the dejection in the way the Green Company moved. It was folly to think he could do this. One day out, and they’d already been chased, lost two companions, and morale was low. If this was the way the quest was going to go, he wanted to escape. His head ached with thoughts as they surged forward. Seconds later, a shot of pain slammed into his forehead.

      Lifting a hand, he prodded the tender skin on his head. His hand came away with only one drop of blood. He reached up again, feeling something wedged into his skin. Gritting his teeth, he pulled it out with a grunt, surprised to find himself holding a thorn. He glanced around. Who was hurling thorns at him? He tried to catch a glimpse of Visra or Yamier and Wekin. The usual suspects were nowhere in his vicinity.

      “Wodnidrains!” Idrithar’s deep voice boomed from ahead. “Gallop!”

      Fastshed and company leaped forward. Their hooves gained speed as they moved from a trot into an all out gallop. Eliesmore heard a screech, and looking up, he caught a glimpse of a miniature creature. Instantly, he was reminded of his time dancing with the creatures of the wood, where tiny creatures in the trees were not impossible to believe in. Though back then he’d never seen creatures such as these. They were about twelve inches tall with long black hair cascading down their backs. Coal black eyes stared out of heart-shaped faces; thorn-tipped arrows hurled into Eliesmore’s body as they lifted their bows. Despite himself, he shrieked.

      “Aiii, get them!” a high-pitched voice screamed.

      Eliesmore ducked as a volley of arrows rained down on him and his companions.

      “Pull your hoods up, and watch your heads,” Zhane ordered.

      “Revenge!” shrieked Visra.

      “Try not to kill them,” Ellagine called, a hint of impatience in her voice. “They are not the enemy.”

      Eliesmore bent low over Flywinger, pulling more thorns out of his back and shoulders. The tiny creatures were relentless; they hopped from treetop to treetop, easily keeping pace with the Green Company. At one point, a horse went down, tossing its riders into a clump of trees. Eliesmore glanced back to see Arldrine emerge, screaming obscenities up to the trees as she attempted to shield her face from the arrows. Impatiently, she raised her bow, and an arrow shattered the treetops.

      Eliesmore gulped and looked away, wondering if his companions were all warriors without control. He recalled Visra waving her sword and Ellagine slamming balls of green fire into the Monrage without stopping. If it came to all out war, it seemed they would let their bloodlust control them instead of their minds. Would he be like them? A warrior without control seeking to kill and destroy? Didn’t they endeavor to prevent the onslaught of death and destruction? It seemed the world had fallen into a lack of respect for life, and he began to realize he knew very little about the companions he traveled with. He was the outsider.

      Just as he thought they were ridding themselves of the Wodnidrains, he heard a buzzing close to his ear. “Don’t move, or I will shoot your ear off,” the voice squeaked.

      It reminded him of a mouse, singing shrilly in the glade of the creatures of the wood. He sat as still as he could on Flywinger’s back, although the motion of galloping forced his body to rock forward.

      “I have a message,” the squeaking continued. “Your presence is requested in Daygone. The Dark One would like to speak with you. Go to Daygone.”

      The buzzing ceased, and just when Eliesmore thought it was safe to look around, an arrow slammed into his neck. He heard a tiny laugh as the Wodnidrain dashed away, chortling over her shoulder at him.

      Eliesmore felt his eyes water as he reached up, biting his lip to keep from crying out as he withdrew the thorn from his neck. He tossed it beneath Flywinger’s pounding hooves. Of course the Dark One wanted a word with him. He likely wanted to kill him and take the Green Stone. He would never go to Daygone.

      After the message was the delivered, the Wodnidrains ceased shooting arrows, or perhaps they ran out of thorns. The trees turned into thinner saplings, and the Green Company rode forward into the rolling hills of Sanga San. The hills were steep, almost shooting straight up in sharp angles. The horses slowed to a stop at the sight of them. Idrithar held up a hand and dismounted, allowing Zhane and Dathiem to join him. There was a brief discussion with Fastshed and much pointing at the hills. At last, Idrithar turned around and announced: “These are the Sanga San hills. We will walk for a while.”

      “Walk!” Wekin exclaimed. “It will slow us down considerably!”

      “Yes, Wekin,” Idrithar replied. “Fastshed and his company are already tired. They don’t need to carry us up those hills and down again.”

      “Can they carry our packs?” Yamier piped up.

      “Why don’t you ask them? They have tongues,” Zhane suggested.

      Yamier looked a little timid about asking the horses as he dismounted, so Wekin, of course, did it for him. Eliesmore laughed quietly to himself.

      Once everyone had dismounted and tied their packs securely to Fastshed and his company, they started up the hill. The incline was steep, so they went slowly, nearly crawling up the hill at times.

      “I wish this hill weren’t so steep. I hope in the Sandg Sizge Hills we won’t be climbing up and down hills,” Wekin complained.

      “Well, at least this isn’t the Cascade Mountain Range,” Optimistic said cheerfully.

      Wekin gave Optimistic an irritated look. “Yes, but those are mountains. These are supposed to be hills!”

      “You’re just having a hard time because you can’t float.” Glashar laughed as she and Visra walked up the hill effortlessly.

      “And we’re short,” Yamier said disgustedly.

      “I wish I were a tall Cron, like Idrithar,” Wekin grumbled, sighing loudly as he slowly climbed uphill.

      “Don’t feel sorry for yourself. I’m only as tall as you are,” Arldrine said. “Besides,” she whispered mischievously, “Optimistic and Eliesmore are shorter.”

      “Oh,” Wekin said, at a loss for words. “Well…”

      Arldrine smiled and nodded. “That’s right, Wekin. It’s best not to say anymore.”

      Wekin looked to Yamier for support. Yamier, who was not feeling sympathetic, just laughed.

      When they got to the top of the steep hill, Eliesmore found his side was hurting, and even Optimistic looked uncomfortable. Glashar and Visra were already walking down the hill as if gravity were not a problem for them. Idrithar, Zhane, Dathiem, and Ellagine scouted out the territory before slowly and carefully heading down. At last, the five shorter ones came huffing and puffing their way up, only to stare at dismay at the long, everlasting sight of hills running onward.

      “Oh no.” Wekin shook his head. “This is not happening; I am too tired to walk another step.” And he promptly squatted down at the top of the hill to catch his breath.

      “You’ll have to,” Arldrine said, starting down with Optimistic and Eliesmore trudging at her heels.

      Yamier nudged Wekin, upsetting his balance. With a yell, Wekin fell forward, arms flying in the air. He snatched at Yamier, and the two fell headlong, rolling down the hill. They crashed into Arldrine, Optimistic, and Eliesmore with such force that all five of them continued down the endless slope with nothing to make them stop. They crashed into Idrithar, Zhane, Dathiem, and Ellagine, who managed to stay on their feet. Glashar and Visra had already reached the bottom and barely missed getting hit by the mess of flying feet, shouts, moans, and groans.

      Zhane was laughing as he ran down to help everyone up. “Next time, Wekin, don’t sit so precariously at the edge of the hill.”

      “It wasn’t my fault,” Wekin complained. “Yamier pushed me.”

      “Next time, think a little before you act, Yamier and Wekin,” Idrithar advised.

      A moment later, Fastshed and company appeared at the top of the hill asking, “What happened?”

      The sunlight faded out of the sky, and as the time for the last meal passed, Zhane stood on top of one of the hills and surveyed the landscape. “We stop here,” he announced. “There are no more hills, and tomorrow we shall have to pass through a small village. We camp between the hills tonight.”

      Yamier collapsed. “I’m glad. I’m so tired,” he said as he curled up to go to sleep.

      The others sat down while Wekin sat staring up at the last hill. “What about going on to the village? We could find an inn with warm beds and good, hot food,” he suggested dreamily.

      “No, we will not go to the inn,” Idrithar said. “You talk too much, and you will tell everyone where we are going and what we are doing. We will sleep on the hard ground and eat cold food. There will be no fires tonight.”

      Wekin lay back and looked up at the stars. He turned to Yamier, and Eliesmore heard him whisper, “We need some bacon. If we had bacon, everything would be better.”

      Eliesmore leaned back against the hill between Optimistic and Yamier. “How is your wound?” he asked Optimistic.

      “Better, much better, although I can feel it when I trek up and downhill,” Optimistic said soberly. “Now I know how you felt, except yours is much worse. You know the Rakhai are very angry; they will do anything to get the Green Stone, to kill us, and to keep us from completing the three deeds.”

      “I know. I wish they would go away and never come back.” Eliesmore sighed. "They will hunt us to the Constel Heights and back.”

      “Well, at least they aren’t hunting us, and we can rest,” Optimistic said.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Eliesmore replied, closing his eyes.
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      Dathiem perched on the crest of a rolling hillside, watching the flurry of activity below him as the Green Company set up camp. He felt someone come up beside him and knew it was Zhane without looking. The two of them had an easy friendship, sharing the bonds of adventure and the connection that came from being from the same people group: Tiders. Zhane sighed as he sat down beside Dathiem. “All clear?”

      “Aye.” Dathiem nodded. “I would not expect an open attack here in the Eastern Hill Countries.”

      “Nay. That kind of destruction belongs in the west. If the Black Horse Lords ride this way, we’ll spot them from afar.” Zhane lapsed off, his eyes drawn back to the camp.

      Dathiem followed Zhane’s gaze, seeing where it landed. He paused before speaking his mind, unsure if he were crossing unspoken boundaries. “You’re in love with Arldrine, aren’t you?” It came out more as a statement than a question. The words fell from his lips as calmly as noting the sunset.

      Zhane jerked around to face Dathiem; his eyes were narrow and cautious. “What makes you say that?”

      “You watch, yet you don’t speak to her. It’s as if the two of you are dancing a wary dance of silence. Who will be the first to confess?” Dathiem lips curled for a moment. “I know. I feel the same way about Glashar.”

      Zhane frowned, looking down the hill. “Do you think that is wise?”

      Dathiem gave a short laugh. “No. I’ve wanted to have a word with you. In private.”

      Silence.

      “About?” Zhane prompted Dathiem to continue.

      Dathiem felt his shoulders slump. He took a deep breath, letting the words he did not want to say bite the air. “You know we have to kill the immortals once we get to Castle Range.”

      Zhane’s eyes traveled back down to the encampment, flicking to Glashar and Ellagine, who sat at the base of a hill with theirs heads together in the middle of a discussion. Visra was with Wekin and Yamier, either making fun of them or tempting them with dangerous stories. “Do you mean the Changers or our friends, the Iaen?”

      Dathiem let his gaze fall on Glashar, wondering if she could feel his eyes on her. She seemed to think his thoughts, to know when he was thinking about her, and to come to him when words were on the tip of his tongue. “Our friends, the Idrains,” he repeated softly. Even before the words left his mouth, Zhane was shaking his head. “You know why,” Dathiem added.

      “Dathiem.” Zhane’s tone was even as he explained. “What you are saying is madness. We cannot slay our friends; we would be no better than the Changers and Black Steeds. It’s not up to us to curb their actions.”

      “Don’t you understand?” Dathiem threw his hands in the air, frustrated at having to justify himself. “The Iaens are the reason Changers exist. You know the Green People started this. First they saved Sarhorr, the Ruler, when he went through the portal in the Western World. Then, to add insult to injury, they came here, to the South World, and allowed Magdela the Monrage to rise up from their midst. Time and time again, every occurrence that calls for redemption is because of the Green People, the immortals. What do you think will happen when we reach Castle Range and Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone? He is weak! He doesn’t have a mind of his own; he does whatever we tell him to do. Look at him, notice who his closest friends are. Do you think it’s a coincidence that Ellagine, Lady of the Green People, found him first? Don’t you think it’s odd that Iaens, who never interfere with mortals, now find it in their best interest to join us in ridding the world of Changers? Don’t you see that Changers threaten the Iaen, and if the immortals can use a dispensable mortal to rid themselves of Changers, they will? Eliesmore, however, is different. He is the One. You know the power of the Green Stone. Once he unleashes it, he will be the most powerful being in all the Four Worlds. If you were immortal, wouldn’t you want to control the One who dissolves the Green Stone? Wouldn’t you brainwash him so he will answer your every beck and call? That’s what they are doing!”

      Dathiem forced himself to stop, although he was shaking with rage. He felt flecks of spit on his cheeks and brushed them off, almost ashamed of his temper. He was sure, though, that Zhane would see how he felt about it. Zhane would understand. He clenched his fists. “They have to die before the Green Stone is dissolved. We need to control what happens next.”

      Beside him, Zhane appeared quite calm. One of his hands grasped his sword hilt as he considered. “I understand, Dathiem. Only what would you propose we do? I am disinclined to murder our friends.”

      “That’s why I wanted to discuss with you. What would you propose? We both know you are more…soft-hearted than I.”

      “Yet you are the one who is in love with an Idrain.” Zhane was quick to point out the irony. “The immortals will have to return to their forests after a time. When they do, we shall go on with Eliesmore. I will get close to him while you distract the Iaens. It is important that Eliesmore understands the ways of the mortals. It is true; he is adaptable in his thinking right now. I hope, in time, he will come to have a mind of his own.”

      “I cannot distract the Iaen alone,” Dathiem mumbled. “Glashar and Visra loathe each other, and Ellagine is distant.”

      “Do what you can. Have you discussed this with Idrithar?”

      Dathiem shook his head. “Not in detail like this. I tried…Perhaps you will succeed.”

      “Humm.” Zhane rose. “Dathiem, promise me you will not murder any of our companions.”

      “I promised to protect the One,” Dathiem countered as he stood beside his best friend.

      Zhane put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “My friend, you have been through enough already. Don’t torment yourself with this choice. Leave it to me.”

      Dathiem nodded, his eyes growing dark as Zhane alluded to his past. Zhane turned to walk down the hill, yet Dathiem’s words stopped him. “Don’t you think you should stop tormenting yourself?”

      Zhane paused, half turning back. “What do you mean?”

      A soft smile came to Dathiem's lips, leaving no traces of his earlier anger. “When it comes to Arldrine.”

      Zhane frowned. “Given the discussion we just had, it would be foolish. I will send Glashar to you with food. Keep watch.”

      Dathiem knew he had crossed a line. Regret washed through his mouth. He watched Zhane walk away before pivoting to observe the landscape. The relief of having shared his concerns with Zhane faded as he watched dark shadows form on the horizon.
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      Arldrine crossed her arms, watching Zhane and Dathiem’s heated discussion on the hilltop. With a frown, she turned back to Yamier and Wekin as they cooked. She let their endless chatter wash over her. Zhane was ignoring her. Perhaps she had misunderstood the discussion they’d had before they left the fortress. She shrugged. Conceivably, it was the lack of conversation. She’d hoped they would be friends and was not expecting to be hit with a wall of silence. Zhane marched down the hill; his expression was guarded. Seizing the moment, she turned to meet him. “Zhane, have you eaten?”

      He shook his head as he met her at the bottom of the hill. “Not yet.” His words came out thick and harsh.

      When she got closer, she could see a storm of fury on his face. “What’s wrong?”

      He brushed past her, his eyes barely seeing her. “Nothing. I must speak with Ellagine.”

      Arldrine bit her lip in disappointment, letting her hands drop. She told herself it did not matter. Zhane had his duties as she had hers. It was better if they did not speak. She cast one final glance in Zhane’s direction. He was already deep in conversation with Ellagine and Glashar. No longer hungry, she walked uphill to join Dathiem.

      He jumped when she appeared beside him. He was muttering under his breath before she arrived. “Oh, it’s you.” He smiled at her, turning his lips up and not letting his teeth show.

      “Who did you think it was?” Arldrine glanced down the hill and back to Dathiem in confusion.

      “Zhane or…Glashar.” He spoke her name gently as if she might hear if he spoke it too loudly.

      Arldrine sat down, stretching her legs over the rippling grass. He joined her, taking a sip from a flask before holding it out to her.

      “Ah, you’re still drinking,” she observed, eyeing the flask before taking a long draught from it. A calming sensation rushed through her body. She closed her eyes, letting the cares and worries of the quest fade away. “Thanks.” She handed it back to Dathiem.

      He tucked it away, nodding. “I know I shouldn’t but…” He shrugged, staring off into the hills.

      They sat quietly for a few moments. Neither felt the urge to fill the air with useless words. Arldrine lay back, propping herself up on her elbows.

      “How are you holding up?” Dathiem inquired.

      “How are all of us holding up?” she deflected, unwilling to talk about her emotions.

      “Our progress is slow. I have my suspicions.” He shrugged.

      “There are many of us.” Arldrine gestured down the hill. “And it’s true we all have our own concerns and motives. As long as we keep our final goal in mind and as long as we trust each other, we will be okay.”

      Dathiem’s face reddened. He reached for his flask. “What if some of us aren’t trustworthy?”

      “We are the only ones left,” she argued. “We cannot fail. There is no life and no law. The Wise Ones have forsaken us. The Watchers stay hidden in their land.”

      “I know,” he interrupted her. “It’s the west…I worry what will happen when we reach the west.”

      Arldrine hummed a response, knowing Dathiem and Zhane came from the west. They were like brothers, having grown up in a town near the mountains until the Black Steeds invaded once and for all. “When I was at the home of Novor Tur-Woodberry and his Singing Men, Fúlishités, as they call them, he mentioned the west. Dathiem…” Her voice grew urgent. “Are there mankind in the west?”

      “Men?” Dathiem froze, the word piercing the air like a blade.

      “Yes. Humans.”

      “The race of men,” Dathiem spoke in awe, facing Arldrine. “Why do you ask?”

      “After Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone, we will need an army to fight the Changers and the Black Steeds. If there are men and if they are real, we could use their help.”

      Dathiem watched the horizon, considering. “What makes you think they will help us? After all, Novor Tur-Woodberry and his Singing Men will not come to our aid.”

      “It’s because they cannot,” Arldrine explained. “If they leave the land they were given, the Land of Lock, their power will fade, and they will become like us.”

      “Power.” Dathiem opened his hand as if expecting vestiges of power to manifest.

      “They have hidden themselves well if they exist. Where is there to hide in the west?”

      “If you seek men,” Dathiem told her. “You should go to the western mountain ranges. Perhaps you can ask Wekin to draw us a map, and I will point it out to you.”

      “Or you can just come with me,” Arldrine suggested.

      Dathiem smiled and then chuckled. “Perhaps you should ask Zhane.”

      Arldrine grimaced; her eyes were drawn back down the hill to where Zhane and Idrithar were deep in conversation. “I will go alone. You and the others will be busy helping Eliesmore.”

      “There is an army coming from the Western World. You don’t think they will be enough?”

      Arldrine shook her head. “Something tells me we need to prepare for the worst.”

      “Am I interrupting?” Glashar’s questioning voice invaded their conversation.

      “No,” Arldrine responded. Her black hair stirred in a slight breeze, dancing behind her back.

      “Glashar,” Dathiem breathed, his tone a mix of desire and relief.

      “I brought food.” Glashar handed a leaf of food to Arldrine and one to Dathiem before sitting down beside Dathiem.

      “Oh,” Arldrine exclaimed under her breath. Everything made sense as she looked from Glashar’s flushed face to Dathiem’s expression. She stood. “Thank you, Dathiem, for the information.”

      “Where are you going?” Glashar asked. “Sit with us.”

      Arldrine glanced at them again, stepping away. “I think not. I must rejoin the young Crons.” She spun, striding down the hill before either could utter another word. It was not her place to warn them, yet she feared their attraction for each other would distract them from the quest.
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      Eliesmore opened his eyes to pink streaks in the sky. He smiled lazily, watching the glory of dawn fade into a morning rich with beauty. Droplets of dew graced the rich green grass, and he propped himself up on his elbows. Everything came crashing back in an instant; he wasn’t at home with his mother nor had he just returned from dancing with the creatures of the wood. The shadow of fear crept up as he glanced around at his companions.

      Optimistic slept beside him, but Yamier and Wekin had vacated their spots, leaving only their packs behind. Eliesmore studied their campsite. Zhane and Dathiem sat with their backs against the hill, eating apples. Ellagine sat with Glashar while Arldrine was speaking to Visra. From the way they waved their arms, it seemed they were arguing. Fastshed and company were grazing in the distance. Idrithar sat on a hilltop. His staff was in his lap, and he had a grave expression on his bearded face.

      Eliesmore strapped his sword to his back as he walked toward Zhane. “Where are Yamier and Wekin?”

      Zhane looked up, chewing nosily. “We don’t know. Idrithar thinks they have gone to the village.”

      “The village? But why? Wasn’t someone watching all night?”

      Zhane shrugged, jerking his chin in the direction of Arldrine and Visra. “Yes, they disappeared during Visra’s watch, which is why we don’t think Black Steeds have anything to do with their disappearance. Idrithar is keeping watch should they return.”

      Eliesmore recalled Idrithar’s words. Those who are lost remain lost. He walked up the gentle incline and sat down beside Idrithar. “I think they will return,” Eliesmore said, watching the dark blur in the distance that must be the village.

      “If they don’t return soon, they will be left behind,” Idrithar announced with finality.

      Eliesmore frowned and strained his eyes, hoping the two would make it back. “Look down there,” he pointed.

      Idrithar stood up and leaned on his staff, his expression did not change as he nodded. “Yes, here they come. They have been into the village for sure, stirring up trouble.”

      Yamier and Wekin were running and carrying sacks of something. They came up the hill, smiling triumphantly.

      “What have you got there?” Idrithar demanded as they started down the hill to join the others.

      “It smells delicious,” called Optimistic, determined to make light of the situation and delay Idrithar’s anger.

      The others got up, grabbed their packs, and surrounded the two Crons. They were curious to hear their story.

      “Bacon!” Wekin announced, waving his sack. “There’s plenty for all!”

      Eliesmore could visibly see the relief in the air at the very words. He glanced at his companions, slightly confused at their hungry expressions. Unbeknownst to him, bacon was a great favorite among Crons and Tiders; Iaens, though, did not particularly care for it.

      “And sausage,” Yamier added. He sat down and opened his sack.

      “We went from house to house, so we got a lot.” Wekin dug his hands into the bag and began to pass out thick, juicy slices of bacon.

      “We got the people to cook it for us, too. That’s what took so long,” Yamier put in.

      “And probably told everyone what we are about,” Zhane remarked dryly.

      “No, we actually didn’t. Idrithar warned us last night, so we just told them we are weary travelers,” Wekin defended himself between bites.

      “Weary travelers?” Dathiem laughed at the irony. “We hardly have been gone.”

      “Yamier. Wekin.” Idrithar folded his arms. “We were about to leave without you. If you attempt to risk the quest on something as trivial as bacon and sausage, we will leave you behind.”

      Wekin looked up at the sky as if to ask it why he always got himself into trouble.

      The sacks of bacon and sausage continued to circulate, and Wekin even went so far as to offer some to Fastshed and company. They simply looked at the bag, and one said, “Bacon and sausage? We’ll settle for grass.”

      The Green Company laughed and continued eating. But before long, Idrithar stood. “We must go now and eat on the way. Instead of traveling through the village, it is better we go around it, lest anyone should recognize Yamier and Wekin.”

      Zhane stood up and picked up his pack. The horses stopped between mouthfuls of grass. “Are you wanting to ride?” Fastshed asked.

      “No, eat your meal. We will ride later,” Idrithar replied. He swung his pack on his back and started up the hill.

      The others hastily jumped up and stuffed their mouths full before grabbing their packs and following Idrithar. Once down the last hill, they walked toward the south to go around the village. It was small. Still, going around it was slightly out of their way.

      Eliesmore could not keep his mind on food. He ate only a little of the delicious bacon and sausage and declined more, even though the smell of bacon hung in the air.

      Glashar was displeased about it. “At this rate,” she complained, “anyone can smell us from far away.”

      “Then we leave the sacks. They are almost empty. We can leave them here,” Yamier suggested hopefully.

      “In the middle of the grass, I think not,” Zhane said.

      Wekin began to lag behind. He felt sorry now for their adventure to get bacon because it seemed to have turned the company against him. Yamier did not look too happy either.

      “White steeds!” A cry rent the air. People ran out of the village and headed toward the company. Their faces were angry, and they carried pitchforks, axes, and other tools that could also be used for fighting.

      “Ashíea asíhsa! Why are those people following us?” Dathiem cried.

      The Green Company halted, standing together. Fastshed and his company were a distance away, eating grass, when they realized the danger.

      Zhane's eyes fell on Yamier and Wekin. “They must know we are White Steeds. After all, we are traveling with white horses.” Zhane pointed.

      “Why would they want to harm us?” Eliesmore inquired.

      “They are angry that we are White Steeds in a Black Steed’s world. We must run,” Idrithar stated.

      Ellagine shimmered pale green. She called, “Wistfes seftisws mocteo etomoc.”

      Fastshed and company turned and cantered toward the group. The people’s cries grew louder as they quickly ran toward the small group of White Steeds.

      “We’ll have to ride fast,” Idrithar told the horses as they came up.

      “Mount up, and we will go. We shall go no faster than slow gallop; we have just eaten,” Fastshed answered.

      “A canter will do fine,” Idrithar said as he leaped onto Fastshed’s back.

      Eliesmore hurried over to Flywinger who still had grass sticking out of his mouth. Flywinger knelt as Eliesmore mounted. He called, “Come ride with me, Optimistic.”

      Optimistic climbed up behind Eliesmore with little difficulty. Flywinger rose, and the two watched as Dathiem gave Yamier and Wekin a leg up; then he sprang onto his mount. Arldrine was the last; she glanced back at the people, and then they set off while the people continued to run and shout: “White Steeds!”

      Eliesmore saw a swarm of angry faces, which were quickly left behind in a cloud of dust. The village grew smaller as well, turning into merely a speck on the landscape.

      Back on course, the horses began galloping. The grass was now yellow-green. The ground swelled and rolled into gentle hills that were spaced evenly apart.

      Eliesmore rode uneasily on Flywinger. He was still upset by the episode at the village. He wondered if all Black Steeds in the South World hated White Steeds with a passion. The nauseating fear began to creep up on him as his brain whirled with thoughts. If all the Black Steeds, even those who seemed to live at peace in their villages, wanted to hunt and kill the White Steeds, how much more dangerous was the world? With every route and every road they took, they had to stay out of sight from everyone. It was a task hard to accomplish within such a large company. Slight mistakes led to an uproar; wisdom had to be at the forefront of every decision. Impossibilities rose up in his mind: the Rakhai were chasing them, the Black Steeds were full of hate, and he, the One to do the three deeds, was laughable. Others were better equipped; others had more knowledge.

      Eliesmore wondered if he would ever be carefree and happy again, such as the days when he danced with the Iaen. He wondered if the land would ever be bright and beautiful as it once was in a time he had never seen.

      Eliesmore closed his eyes, and a sad, tired look stole over his face. They had only been traveling three days, and already the Monrages had chased and fought them, the Wodnidrains had come after them, they had lost two White Steeds, and Yamier and Wekin had gone off to get bacon and caused an uproar in the village. But it wasn’t their fault that they did not think. Beginning to feel amused, Eliesmore opened his eyes and looked back at the two. They looked very sorry as they rode together. Eliesmore wondered how their lives had been when they were younger. As for himself, he felt he had woken out of a beautiful dream and come to terms with the evil of the world. His childhood seemed far away. As if sensing his thoughts, Optimistic placed a comforting hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder and squeezed.

      After a while, Idrithar called out, “Rashla alhsar, we rest now.”

      “Rest?” Yamier perked up. “For the second meal? Does that mean I get to cook?”

      “Yes.” Idrithar gave a noncommittal nod. “Zhane will give you a lesson in sword fighting.”

      “How long do we have?” Wekin grinned in triumph, punching a fist into the air.

      “For an hour or so,” Idrithar responded. “Then we ride long and hard far into the night.”

      The horses slowed to a stop on an elevated area. The company dismounted in various ways: jumping, tumbling, or floating to the ground. Once free of all burdens, the horses began to graze. Yamier sat down and pulled open his pack, murmuring to himself. “It’s a good thing I thought to bring my cooking gear. Wait, there’s no firewood!”

      “Come, and I will help you find some.” Dathiem walked down the slope.

      Yamier jumped up to join him, and Wekin set down his pack before he ran after them, calling, “Wait for me!”

      Glashar eyed Dathiem’s retreating form. “They might need my help.”

      While the laughing four disappeared down the hill, Eliesmore lowered his pack to the ground, deciding what to do. Idrithar was sitting at the edge of the incline, eating a bright red apple and talking to Ellagine and Visra. Optimistic perched on a large rock, also eating an apple. Arldrine was nearby, clearing a place for the fire. Zhane, with a glance at Arldrine, pulled out his sword and walked toward Eliesmore. “While we are waiting, do you feel up to a lesson in sword fighting?”

      Eliesmore’s face brightened. “Oh yes.” As he pulled out his sword, the jewels began glistening on it.

      They started out with a few well-aimed blows, and after a few minutes, Zhane called, “Halt!” They stopped. “I see you hold your sword well, but loosen up your grip when you fight. Don’t be afraid to move around and follow through with your blows. I can tell you are pulling back at the last moment; don’t be afraid of hurting me,” Zhane instructed.

      “That’s right,” Arldrine called as she sat down beside Optimistic to watch. “Zhane’s the best sword fighter around; you couldn’t possibly hurt him.”

      Zhane shook his head, pretending not to hear. “Let’s give it another go.”

      The two went for another round, metal clanging together in the sunlight. By the end, Zhane was saying, “Better, better. Now faster.”

      Up and down their swords flashed side to side and over- and underhanded. Their feet moved quickly. Zhane stepped backward, and Eliesmore kept right up, moving forward until Zhane called for another rest. “In battle,” he began, “you may be surrounded by enemies on foot, so you will have to learn not only to move from side to side but backward and forwards. All the while laying blows.”

      “Now it starts to get complicated.” Eliesmore laughed.

      “Of course, you seem to be naturally good at swordplay. All you need is the practice,” Zhane encouraged. “Let us stop for now and have an apple for your hard work,” he said, grabbing one from his pack and tossing it over to Eliesmore.

      “Thank you.” Eliesmore sheathed his sword. Maybe he would be good at something, and he smiled to himself as he sat down.
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      Yamier and Wekin ran up the hill with their arms loaded with firewood. Another minute or two behind them were Dathiem and Glashar. The two were deep in conversation. Yamier and Wekin dumped their wood on top of the place that Arldrine had prepared. Dathiem came and dropped his pile on top. “Build your fire, Yamier.” He nodded. Then he turned to Glashar, and the two strode off together again.

      “Good.” Yamier threw open his pack, not noticing that Dathiem had walked away again. “What should we eat? Oh, I saved some sausage from Wekin…”

      “I wasn’t eating it all!” Wekin interrupted.

      “You ate about half of it, and you can’t deny a thing because I saw you.” Yamier wagged his finger at Wekin and gave him a superior nod. “As I was saying, we have sausage, and I could make stew. Ah, it’s rather warm for that and takes too long, don’t you think? Or I could make some…”

      “Just make something and hurry because some of us are hungry,” Idrithar informed Yamier.

      “Good,” Yamier agreed yet continued to dig into his pack, muttering, “Now, let’s see, we could have…”

      Finally, Yamier started his fire and began to cook sausage with wild herbs and vegetables. As the delicious scent filled the air, the company crept together to take their share before dispersing into groups to eat.

      Eliesmore surveyed the company before deciding which group to join. It seemed each person fell into a routine and drifted into the same groups. Idrithar and Zhane could generally be found together with Ellagine nearby. Dathiem and Glashar were inseparable. When they were apart, Glashar seemed to steal glances at Dathiem as if he might disappear if she were not watching him. There was something unusual about their friendship; Eliesmore felt uncomfortable speculating any further. Optimistic and Visra were working on their book of songs, and Arldrine often joined their company. Eliesmore still shuddered when he thought of Visra. Every now and then, she’d catch his eye and give him a devilish wink that made him wish some evil would befall her. Wekin and Yamier tended to be doing one of three things: talking too much, laughing too much, or eating too much. Currently, Yamier was being mercilessly teased about some stale bread that had been found in his pack.

      Eliesmore walked away from the merriment over to the Idrithar, Ellagine, and Zhane. “Eliesmore.” Ellagine’s face brightened as she made room for him beside her, reminding Eliesmore he hadn’t had a chance to speak with her since they left the fortress. It seemed her attention tended to be elsewhere instead of solely focused on him.

      “Eliesmore,” Idrithar said keenly. “You look as if you have questions for us.”

      “I do.” Eliesmore nodded, the mouthwatering odor of his sausage distracting him momentarily. “I would like to learn about languages, particularly the one the Idrains speak.”

      “That would be the Iaen language.” Ellagine smiled at him and held up four fingers. “There are four main languages of the world; the one we speak is the common tongue. The Black Steeds speak the common tongue, and another language called Blackbastia. They created the language during the time of Magdela the Monrage to keep the White Steeds from figuring out their plans. There is an even older language called the Valikai Dialect; perhaps it is as old as the common tongue. It is a dark language that no one speaks yet it is still written. There may come a time when you need to know how to read each language.”

      “Yes,” Idrithar added. “We use the Iaen language for the words that carry a deeper measure of potency than if they were spoken in the common tongue.”

      “For instance,” Zhane went on, “say something, and I will say it back to you in Iaen.”

      “Alas, the world is dark,” Eliesmore lamented.

      Ellagine translated. “Ìal iál íthar isgurald ea hearstra.”

      “It…it sounds beautiful. Like…singing,” Eliesmore exclaimed in wonder.

      “It’s supposed to be. There are no harsh sounds in the Iaen language,” Ellagine explained. “You speak it higher than you normally would and softly, so it blends and flows together.”

      “Beautiful,” Eliesmore repeated. “What does each word mean?”

      “Ìal iál means ‘alas’; íthar can mean ‘the,’” Idrithar explained. “Isgurald means ‘world”; ea means ‘is,’ and hearstra means ‘dark’ or ‘black.’ Or something bad or evil. In some cases, the sentences translate word for word to the common tongue. Often that is not the case.”

      “Like?” Eliesmore asked around a mouthful of sausage.

      “Ti hititer retith fatverivóg,” Ellagine breathed.

      “It translates, ‘and listen, faster,’ but it actually means, ‘listen and go faster.’” Zhane leaned back, enjoying the lesson.

      “What do you say to Fastshed and his company?” Eliesmore wrinkled his nose.

      “Wistfes seftisws mocteo etomoc,” Idrithar said, “which translates: ‘White Steeds come.’”

      “I am beginning to understand. When can you teach me all the words?” Eliesmore asked impatiently.

      “Along the way, a little at a time. If we say something in the Iaen language—or any language unknown to you for that matter—just ask us for the translation.” Zhane got to his feet, glancing quickly to where Arldrine was sitting with the Crons. “Mocteo etomoc Yamier and Wekin, time to learn sword fighting.”

      Yamier and Wekin jumped up and pulled out their short swords, grins splitting their faces.

      “Who wants to go first?” Zhane chuckled.

      “Wekin does,” Yamier volunteered him, sheathing his sword and returning to the group around the fire with a smirk on his face.

      Wekin opened his mouth and stared at Yamier in protest. “Come on, Wekin," Zhane called. "We have to go over how to hold the sword."

      “How to hold a sword?” Wekin made a face. “Bah, I know how to hold a sword; we've done this ten times.”

      “Yes," Zhane grunted. "I tell you the same thing every time. You hold your sword too tightly to twist and turn it in the way necessary. Grip it loose enough so that you can turn it under- and over-handed.” Zhane glanced in Arldrine’s direction, nodding in admiration. “You should see Arldrine with her dagger; she can flip it with her fingers. Will you show them, Arldrine?”

      Arldrine stood, leaving Visra and Optimistic dreaming up songs. She pulled out her bone-white dagger, and she tossed it in the air. It flipped twice, emitting a whistle as it sliced through the breeze. Arldrine watched it, reaching out a hand at the precise moment the blade lined up with the ground. A smattering of applause met her, and she gave a mock bow, throwing a hand out as she smiled.

      “Arldrine?” Eliesmore moved closer to her. “There are strange markings on the blade. What are those?”

      “Ah.” She held it up to the light, allowing Eliesmore to see the oracles on it. They tilted and twinkled in and out of view as the blade caught the light. “They are relics, jewels, and other symbols. See?” She pointed to one. “Here is the Light of Shalidir and the Horn of Shilmi. This one is the Green Stone, and here is the Clyear of Power. There are many others you might not know yet."

      Eliesmore opened his eyes wider in awe. “Where did you find this blade?”

      “It was a gift from Ellagine.”

      Eliesmore wanted to ask more, except her tone suggested she was done explaining. He turned to rejoin Ellagine while Zhane continued to instruct Wekin. “No, Wekin, not like that. Loosen up your wrist.”

      “Like this?” Wekin held his sword up in triumph.

      “Finally.” Zhane sighed, wiping his brow. “Now, try to hit me.”

      Eliesmore watched them for a bit longer until Ellagine touched his shoulder. “Come. I will teach you the Valikai Dialect.”

      Eliesmore met her eyes, watching the shadows behind them. He shuddered. “It seems like an evil language. Are you sure I need to learn it?”

      Ellagine nodded. Her eyes were earnest while her fingers applied pressure to his shoulder.

      He sighed. “Did it take you long to learn these languages? Blackbastia and Valikai Dialect?”

      “No.” A shadow flickered behind her eyes and she looked away. “Knowledge is heredity among the Green People.”

      “You have always known?” Eliesmore clarified, wondering what it would be like to be born with knowledge.

      “Ci—which means ‘yes’ in Iaen. The Valikai Dialect is written with symbols, and each symbol translates to a word or sentence. Multiple symbols could convey a story or meaning. However, the translation is not as simple as translating from the Iaen language to the common tongue. Many of the words the Black Steeds use come from Valikai Dialect and have not been translated. For example, the word ‘Monrage’ has not been translated into the common tongue.” She leaned over, her hair falling past her shoulders as she reached for a stick that was charred from the fire. Kneeling, she scratched a symbol into the mud. “This is the symbol for ‘Monrage,’ and here is the symbol for ‘Rakhai.’” She drew what looked like lines.

      “I see,” said Eliesmore, even though he didn’t. “But what do the words mean? If I see the symbols, how will I recognize the words?”

      “I’m hoping you will come to understand them,” Ellagine admitted. “In the same way, I have come to know languages. The meaning for ‘Monrage’ has escaped me for some time.” She bit her lip, her eyes shifting away. “The word ‘Rakhai’ means ‘sisters’.”

      “Sisters,” Eliesmore repeated, his eyes locking onto Ellagine’s face as she studied the symbols she’d written. He caught a faint glimmer of green light, and sensed the topic was uncomfortable for her. Yet it seemed as if a key unlocked his mind, and he caught a glimpse of the knowledge she’d mentioned. The symbols rearranged themselves in front of his eyes, glowing, and as he gazed, he sensed the meaning. “It means ‘blended one,’” he said at last.

      Ellagine went still. She cocked her head, facing him; her eyes were guarded. “You do understand.” She nodded like an instructor who was both proud and frustrated with her student. “It has a darker meaning though,” she added. “Each symbol can have two meanings.”

      “Like Rededak,” Eliesmore went on, eager to impress her. “It means ‘The Dark’ or ‘Great-Black-Evil.’”

      A sudden gloominess cuts off the sunlight, and shadows grew long about them. A wind started to blow, tossing sparks and charred bits of wood toward Eliesmore’s face. He straightened, growing cold as he realized the words he spoke inadvertently invoked doom.

      “Words have power,” Ellagine whispered, her breath tickling his ear.

      Glashar stood with a hand on Dathiem’s shoulder; her gaze was directed north. “We should go.” The wind snatched her words, ripping them away.

      “Put your weapons away,” Zhane called. “It is time to ride long and hard.”

      “All night,” Idrithar added, rising with his staff in hand.

      Yamier poured water on the fire. Wekin put his sword away and scrambled for his pack. Visra spread her wings, flying low toward the horses. Eliesmore reached for his pack, finding his fingers trembling as he rose.

      They set off with Idrithar in the lead, trotting toward the rolling hills and gathering speed as they approached flat lands. Eliesmore found himself riding close to Glashar and, knowing she had far sight, called out, “What do you see moving among the hills?”

      Glashar glanced over her shoulder, her long hair streaming out behind her. “Nothing yet. We must keep moving and allow our trail to grow faint. The Rakhai will not be merciful the next time they find us.” Eliesmore could see her shoulders quaking. “If our luck holds, we may cross the Jaded Sea before they find us.”

      “What’s that?” Wekin yelled as he rode up with Yamier not far behind him.

      “Prepare for long, sleepless nights of riding and then running after that,” Optimistic teased.

      “What?” exclaimed Wekin, his mouth dropping open. “I hadn’t bargained for this when I decided to join the company!”

      “Well, you are stuck now. There is no turning back,” Optimistic shouted as he galloped past.
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      Seven days passed and Eliesmore began to grow used to the friendly banter of his companions, the steady pace the horses kept, and the frayed edges of fear dancing away in the wind. The Rakhai seemed to have faded into obscurity because no warnings reached their ears. One afternoon, just as they were reaching the foothills of the Sandg Sizge Hills, the horses stopped. Idrithar waved for them to dismount, and Eliesmore, thinking nothing of it, settled down with the young Crons, fully intent on resting before traveling on into the night as usual. Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem moved among the horses, touching their heads and exchanging words. Finally, Idrithar turned and called, “Here we go our separate ways. Fastshed and company have decided to rejoin us on the other side of the Jaded Sea in Silversliversidell.”

      “What?” Wekin stopped digging through his pack. “Why? What are we supposed to do?”

      Idrithar frowned. “All White Steeds have free will and can choose how long to continue with us. Our road is perilous, and we must honor the requests of our comrades. As for what we will do, we will walk.”

      A hushed mummer swept through the company, and Eliesmore stood at a loss. His eyes fell on Flywinger, who had his head down. He was avoiding Eliesmore’s gaze. Idrithar leaned on his staff; his eyebrows took the shape of angry v’s as he watched the countryside. It was Arldrine who stepped forward. “Come. We must say goodbye.” She walked among them, much like Zhane and Dathiem, touching their noses, stroking their manes, and wishing them well.

      Optimistic was quick to join her, whispering words of blessing under his tongue as he weaved through each one. Visra gave a mocking laugh and walked on alone. “Of course, they choose to leave us,” she called. “We are too close to Daygone.”

      “Visra,” Ellagine scolded, joining her. “You should not say such things.”

      Visra merely laughed and spread her wings.

      Eliesmore walked up to Flywinger, a blanket of unease pricking his shoulders. “Must you go with them?” he asked.

      “Fastshed is our leader as Idrithar is yours.” Flywinger lowered his head. “I must do as I am commanded.”

      “Goodbye then,” Eliesmore offered, his shoulders slumping.

      The nine horses galloped southwest, and as they disappeared, Eliesmore felt like he was losing old friends. He could see their auras as they disappeared into the horizon, a grayish blur snapping in waves against the air. It reminded him of the conversation he’d had many years ago with one of the Idrains regarding auras, and he narrowed his eyes. Gray. What did it mean?

      “Cheer up, Eliesmore.” Optimistic walked up to him. “At least we will meet them again on the other side.”

      “They are gone though.” Eliesmore sighed, allowing his fears to surface. “Our journey will take twice as long, What if the Rakhai return? How will we defeat them if we cannot flee? Why did they leave us? Why are they afraid?”

      “It could be worse.” Optimistic’s tone was gentle and understanding. “We are still together, all eleven of us. The fates have been with us; perhaps the Rakhai will not return. Besides, there is strength in the company; we could all be going our separate ways. We are free White Steeds, yet we have chosen to come with you.”

      “You and I don’t have a choice in this,” Eliesmore huffed.

      “I would not have it any other way,” Optimistic mumbled.

      “Look at Glashar?” Wekin interrupted from behind them. “What is she doing?”

      Ahead of them, Glashar stood at the high point of a hill with Zhane and Dathiem on either side of her. Zhane was kneeling while Dathiem squatted with an arrow in his hand. Glashar tilted her head, first to one side and then the other. Her large ears moved back and forth as if she were listening to something almost indistinguishable.

      “The way she’s always on the watch scares me. You know she doesn’t even sleep!” Wekin went on, not allowing anyone to get a word in edgewise. “I wish she would relax like the rest of us.”

      “Like the rest of us?” Eliesmore repeated. “I’m not relaxed, even in sleep. I don’t think I will relax again until the three deeds are completed.”

      Wekin’s sharp blue eyes stared at him. They were round in shock. “I couldn’t do that!” he blurted out.

      “Look, Idrithar is stopping.” Yamier nudged Wekin.

      Wekin straightened up and put a hand over his mouth as if to keep himself from spewing out his opinions.

      “What happened?” Optimistic hurried forward to where Idrithar stood with Glashar, Zhane, and Dathiem.

      “From now on, we will go straight west across the hills.” Idrithar pointed.

      Eliesmore noted their route would keep them high up on the plateau; it was close to the summit where they would not have to tirelessly climb up and down the craggy hills. He took a deep breath, already feeling the veiled thinness in the air.

      “Be prepared,” Idrithar went on. “We move quickly and only stop when needed. We will not run all the time, but be ready.” His deep eyes swept over the company. “Glashar? What do you hear?”

      “I hear a strange call,” she admitted. “If I had to guess, I would say the Dark One in Daygone is sending out a message, calling something or someone. Listen.”

      They stood silently. Eliesmore glanced at each one, noting the way Ellagine turned her back to them and twisted her hands together. Closing his eyes, he opened his ears and listened. At first, there was nothing, and then he began to notice the wind across the hills and the odor of mud, dust, and something else. It was in the wind, yet it thudded across the ground. There was a voice that was so deep and quiet that it almost could be missed. It repeated a chant: “Harbfigula, owml fogethesta moragah.” Then it came again in a different language. Again and again, it repeated the chant in those two languages. Eliesmore listened, and an ache began in his heart. It spread throughout his body, taking root and dragging him toward the source. He wanted to and needed to march up and out of wherever he was. It seemed he was underground--climbing stairs, running through passages, and searching and yearning for the summit. He climbed and clawed. He lifted his weapon; he was ready to slay all he saw. Blood. He needed the blood to flow. He had to make it run.

      “I can’t stand it! I can’t! Make it stop!” Wekin shrieked, jolting Eliesmore out of his dark vision.

      Eliesmore found himself sweating. His arm was across his shoulder, and his hand clasped his sword hilt. As his vision cleared, he realized most of his companions were holding their weapons with their faces turned north.

      “It must be the Dark One,” Idrithar confirmed. “Calling something to join the war. Let us continue. Talk among yourselves lest the voice persuade you.”

      The Green Company moved forward across the barren hills, stomping over slabs of stone with dirt and brown grass in-between them. The Sandg Size Hills was a rocky, desolate country with few inhabitants, or so it seemed to Eliesmore. Once in a while, a raven would circle above them, screaming out a cry. The first time it happened, Wekin jumped, muttering curses and something about shooting it down and cooking it. The second time, Idrithar ordered them to keep the hoods of their cloaks up to obscure their presence on the hilltops. The sun beat down unmercifully. Eliesmore kept thrusting back his cloak, wishing for the chill of the night to sweep away the burning heat of the sunrays. His side began to ache, his pack was heavy, and the walking turned monotonous. Eliesmore glanced at Optimistic from time to time, remembering it could be worse.

      The second meal passed uneaten. Yamier appeared at each person’s elbow, giving dried meat and encouraging them to drink from their water skins to stay hydrated. Eliesmore accepted his food gratefully. He was hungry despite his irritation with Fastshed and company and his discomfort from the uncanny call originating from Daygone.

      Idrithar led the way, setting a quick pace over the hills. Ellagine walked beside him, and Eliesmore could not help but admire her beauty, even in the fog of his own uncertainty. From time to time, he could see the profile of her face; her expression was unreadable. Visra half-walked, half-floated behind her, making unpleasant remarks to Arldrine. Optimistic walked beside Eliesmore, humming under his breath as if he were not hot and bothered. Wekin and Yamier were behind them, singing offbeat words in tune to the ditty Optimistic hummed. Just behind them, Glashar, Dathiem, and Zhane walked.

      Music wove through the thin air, fragments pulsing through Eliesmore’s mind. They shut out the dark call that thudded through the ground. He noticed the entire company seemed to take up the tune. Some sang the words; others whistled or added their own variety of soft noise. It was contagious, and in that beautiful moment, Eliesmore felt his heart lift while the fears of his quest faded. Between beats, he felt he was back in the shady forest of the Iaen, preparing for a night of song and dance, and his heart swelled with joy. The drums tapped out a rhythm while the creatures of the wood gathered. Warmth flooded his heart because he was one of them: young, wild, and free.

      Night came, bringing the cooler air. Idrithar waved for them to stop.  “We may have a short rest before going on. Yamier, it is too dangerous to start a fire from this height.”

      They sat down among the boulders, each pulling food from their packs. The darkness and silence lay in hostile heaviness, weighing down their buoyant spirits.

      “Cold sausage would have been incredible today,” Wekin remarked, ignoring the death grip of grimness in the land.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” Idrithar ordered.

      Wekin sighed as if he hadn’t heard. “There isn’t a town though. It would only cause more trouble.”

      Yamier changed the subject. “What will we do when we run out of food?”

      “We will find more when we reach Truemonix,” Zhane answered. “There is a store house for the White Steeds with supplies and boats for our journey across the Jaded Sea.”

      “Do we have time for a short lesson on languages?” Eliesmore turned in Ellagine’s direction.

      “Ci,” Ellagine replied, her face brightening.

      “It means ‘yes,’ right?” Eliesmore confirmed.

      Ellagine nodded. “Now you must learn some Blackbastia.”

      “It is the easiest language to learn.” Dathiem walked over. He picked up a stone to write in the dust.

      Eliesmore did not know exactly what to think of the tall, grim Tider. He seemed quiet, reserved, and always holding something back. The others appeared to have formed some sort of a bond with him, yet for some reason, Eliesmore found Dathiem difficult.

      Wekin, noticing Dathiem’s actions, murmured, “Humm…rocks and dirt mean maps." He snatched up a stone and began to draw a map of the Hill Countries.

      Meanwhile, Dathiem wrote out the Blackbastia alphabet, and with the last traces of light still surrounding them, Eliesmore looked at the alphabet writing.

      “It’s easy, you see,” Zhane, who had also come around, pointed out. “Blackbastia is written the same way the common tongue is written. The only exception is the order of the alphabet. The sounds are the same.”

      “I see.” Understanding dawned on Eliesmore. “So the word ‘journey’ would be spelled ‘vgqinxp’?” Eliesmore wrote in the dirt.

      “Ci, you have gotten it right. Now let us move on.” Idrithar stood.

      “Time to go already? We just stopped, and I haven’t finished my map,” Wekin complained.

      “Your map,” Idrithar stroked his beard. “Let me see it.”

      Eliesmore followed Idrithar and Dathiem over to look at the map. Wekin stood back, hands spread out to display his drawing of the hills they were traveling across.

      “That is correct.” Dathiem bent down and pointed to a hill. “We are about here. Before long, we will have to go down.”

      “Yes. Our path takes us across the farmlands of the north. Though it is early in the year and their plants aren’t as tall, our presence should go unnoticed.” Idrithar sighed as if something else weighed heavily on his mind. “Come, we will go downhill to find a shelter from searching eyes.”

      Eliesmore stared at the map of hills; he was curious about how they could make sense out of it. It just looked like lines scratched in the mud. Shrugging his shoulders, he hurried back to grab up his pack and join the rest of the company. As they walked across the hills before going down, Eliesmore thought he could hear the foul words repeating. He tried to block them out with his mind, yet they rang on, even though the potency he’d experienced before was gone. He thought about the words and questioned whom the Dark One was calling. Was he waking a beast to destroy them? Were the Rakhai not enough? The fear started again, and Eliesmore shook his black hair out of his eyes as if he could shake the anxiety away. His mind filled with a thousand questions for Idrithar.

      Time passed, and they started down a steep hill. It was barren and dusty with a scattering of shrubs the company held on to as they slipped their way downwards. When they got to the bottom, they looked back at the tall hills and felt quite small. Before them lay flat farmland. “We rest here tonight,” Idrithar told them, his warm voice enveloping the silence. “Be prepared to go on early tomorrow; we need to be seen by as few eyes as possible.”

      Wekin looked off in the direction of the farmland and sighed. “Only if there were bread and cheese, everything would be all better.”

      “First watch, Wekin!” Idrithar called.

      “What?” squeaked Wekin; he was astonished and horrified at the same time.

      “I’ve warned you before about making remarks about food,” Idrithar quipped. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have come if you are so worried about food.”

      “I wasn’t worried about food. It is just something interesting in life, like adventure,” Wekin complained.

      Eliesmore smiled to himself as he stretched out. He could see stars shining in the distance. Eliesmore looked over at Optimistic, who was already asleep. Soft snores drifted from his nose. It was another night they weren’t being chased. Another night in which they could sleep in peace.
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      The stone was cool beneath her, and she was thankful for the slight glimmer of moonlight as she watched. The shadows were quiet in the night; so far, nothing was moving on the outskirts of their encampment. Her fingers clenched her bow. She was alert and ready for movement. Dropping her eyelids, she watched Dathiem sleep beside her. He looked like a bronze statue with his eyes closed and his long, light lashes brushing his cheeks. The intense thunder of his gaze softened by dreams. She wanted to reach out, stroke his hair, touch his lips, and listen to his heart thump in his chest. If he belonged to her, she would without hesitation, but he had made his position clear. He would come to her when he was ready, leaving her in torture. Making a fist, she watched the golden glow of her lost powers settle around her skin. Traces were all she had left, the visages of a past life. If she were a Changer…A mirthless smile crept to her lips at the thought. If she were a Changer, she’d steal power from an immortal, ripping and tearing until she was whole again. Even that act required power. No, it would not work. There was no way for her to regain what she had lost. Instead, she would have to wait for him to love her, to say the words, and to take action.

      A deep breath escaped his parted lips, and his eyes fluttered. He was awakening. She turned away while he stretched, giving him those moments of privacy between sleeping and waking. He sat up hastily, reaching for his bow and rubbing his eyes. “What time is it?” His voice rumbled low, sending a tingle of emotion rippling down her spine.

      “Midnight.” Resting her chin on her fist, she leaned forward to watch him. He was solid and smelled like a blend of cedar, pine, hints of a rich wine, and splashes of a dark, earthy chocolate. When his eyes met hers, they were gentle. Rescuing herself from the drowning sensation, she added, “You should sleep longer.”

      “No,” he murmured. “I’m awake now. I should make the rounds.”

      “Don’t go.” She hoped it did not sound like she were begging. “You forget that I can see in the dark. All is quiet.”

      He paused mid-rise and sat back down, laying his bow at his feet. He gave her a half-smile, one corner of his face turning up; his eyes were soft. “I grow restless out here without the daily routine of the fortress. I always want something to do; my hands should be mending and healing and fixing. I should be studying or plotting or planning. I forget how easy it is to sit here with you under the moon and just be present.”

      “What did you do before?” She found herself gravitating toward him, slipping off the stone until her knees touched his. “Before you came to the fortress.”

      He glanced from the rock she had been sitting on to her, noting their close proximity. He was making calculations in his head. “Glashar, we should not speak of the past. Let’s stay in the here and now. See how the blades of grass stand upright in the moonlight? Watch the way the night flows around our companions. See how they are sprawled out. They aren’t all asleep; they know better. If you listen close, you can hear the song of the night, weaving through tree and bough. It’s a wordless lullaby, singing us to sleep. Don’t you feel your eyes grow heavy as you listen? The moonlight flickers because it knows a secret it cannot tell. It hides its face yet comes again. See? The present is much better than the past.”

      He spread his arms, and when his fingers brushed her shoulder, she shuddered. “I see,” she whispered, unable to drag her eyes away from his face to see the shapes he was pointing out. She could hear the song of the night, a song which inspired her to dance. Instead of singing her to sleep, it woke her senses. The way Dathiem painted the night was beautiful, unlike the way the Idrains described the time when they were most active.

      “Do you truly never sleep?” His curious eyes strayed to hers.

      She shook her head. The last time she’d slept was after healing Eliesmore. The loss of power left her weak. “There is no need. I can tune out my consciousness, but it is not like the way you sleep.”

      He leaned back, tucking his hand behind his head and considering. After a moment, he reached out his other hand and pulled her to him, pressing her head to his chest and allowing his arm to drape around her shoulder. “Listen,” he whispered. “Just listen.”

      She breathed in, allowing his scent to envelop her as she smiled into his chest.
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      “How do you do it?” Eliesmore asked Optimistic.

      The Green Company was following a dirt road; white dust parted before their feet and swept away their existence as they passed. Golden fields, dotted with stripes of green, stretched high on either side. Hills rose in the distance with circular huts perched atop flat mounds, allowing the farmers to easily watch their fields from home.

      “Do what?” Optimistic raised his fair brows.

      Eliesmore gestured toward the company. “Everyone likes you and prefers you.” He hated to admit it, but he found himself a bit jealous of Optimistic’s easygoing nature. Optimistic could laugh and tease Yamier and Wekin while exchanging lore of the Four Worlds with Arldrine. He could slide into a deep conversation with Zhane and Dathiem. Even Idrithar did not seem to mind taking time out of his pensive thoughts to speak with Optimistic. Ellagine smiled when he came near. Eliesmore had seen her aura, reaching out to Optimistic to welcome him. Visra’s hostile attitude became tolerable as they argued over lyrics, and Glashar’s concern for their safety was friendly instead of patronizing. “When you are near, everyone feels at ease. It feels…it feels…” He struggled for words to convey his meaning. “This quest seems possible.”

      “It’s my nature to draw others to me,” Optimistic explained, although his face began to turn a pinker shade. “It is as my father told me. When it comes to others, they are interested in themselves. It is not selfish; it is simply the state of our world. If you can find what one truly desires, you gain a simple advantage.”

      “Advantage?” Eliesmore wrinkled his nose. “I don’t understand.”

      “Nay, let me reword it. It is the understanding of one’s desires and how they are revealed that allow me to empathize. It might be a result of carrying the Green Stone or perhaps my inner quest for knowledge. Have you ever thought of the meeting of two people, particularly two individuals from different people groups? When you meet, each of you brings a past, rich with history, to the present moment. How do you find out about it? You must ask. There is a sort of a bond between two people when you share your past. Telling stories will always lighten your inner burden of worries, thus creating a kinship with those you share your concerns with. This is why I write songs. My father was poetic and set many words to lyrics. Repeating his habit and following in his footsteps makes me feel closer to the family I lost.” Optimistic swept his blond hair out of his eyes. Although there was sadness in his eyes, Eliesmore also saw a calmness. Optimistic was proud of his family and the values they passed on to him. He enjoyed speaking of them, letting the sorrow stand as a reminder of who he was.

      “What was your father like?” Eliesmore asked, the heaviness of Optimistic’s words passing over him. Ask. That’s what he should do. Ask his companions for stories and for tales and try to understand their desires. It felt contradictory to attempt to care about others when he was at war with his own inner thoughts.

      “He was brave.” Optimistic smiled. “During the time of Magdela the Monrage, he lived in a tribe in the west, a mix of Crons and Tiders. He left everything he knew to come east, bringing word of hope to the White Steeds. He also carried the Green Stone because he feared the Changers were growing too strong in the west and would soon discover his secret. My father was unselfish; he risked his life to return and help as many as he could escape from the wrath of the Black Steeds. I see him as a hero. By the time I was born, the terrors from his past had faded, and he was happy, funny even. You would have liked him. What was your father like?”

      Eliesmore tasted the sourness of jealousy as he bit back his desired response. All the same, it came out harsher than he intended. “I never knew him.”

      “Ah. I’m sorry.” Optimistic’s tone turned warm and understanding. “The pang of loss and never knowing isn’t a wound that heals. The Black Steeds have done this, ripping families apart and draining power. For that, they must pay.”

      They were the most vicious words Eliesmore had ever heard Optimistic speak, yet they came out as a lament instead of angry. He opened his mouth to respond when Visra buzzed in front of them. “Eliesmore. Optimistic.” She grinned, showing all her teeth. “Why the gloomy faces?”

      “We were speaking of loss.” Optimistic nodded encouragingly at her as she landed and folded her wings into the skin of her back.

      Eliesmore grimaced at the movement; her aura continued to repulse him.

      “Loss.” She grunted, sticking out her tongue in distaste. “Pathetic. Optimistic, I’ve thought of a fine phrase to complete our sonnet.”

      “Tell me.” A light sprang to Optimistic’s eyes.

      Visra leaned over, cupping her hand to whisper in his ear. Her body bumped Optimistic’s side while they walked. As she whispered, her eye caught Eliesmore’s; she wiggled her eyebrows and winked.

      Blushing and swallowing hard, Eliesmore slowed his pace. He rubbed the back of his neck as he left Optimistic and Visra to their songwriting.

      Yamier and Wekin sprung up on either side of him as if they’d been waiting for the opportune moment. “Whatever were you talking too Optimistic about?” Yamier quizzed.

      “You seemed deep in conversation; it must have been extremely important,” Wekin added, his curious, dark blue eyes rounding and his eyebrows rising.

      Eliesmore shrugged. “Optimistic was explaining something to me.”

      “Oh. What?” Yamier rubbed his hands together.

      “Something,” Eliesmore snapped, not realizing how short and brusque his answers sounded.

      Yamier and Wekin exchanged glances. “You seem annoyed,” Wekin announced a bit bitterly.

      Too late, Eliesmore realized he was doing the exact opposite of what Optimistic suggested. He’d allowed his vexation with Visra to push away Yamier and Wekin.

      “If you don’t want to talk, we’ll find something else to do.” Wekin rolled his eyes.

      “Wait…” Eliesmore started, fully intent on repenting. He was already too late.

      Leaving Yamier to walk with Eliesmore, Wekin bounded ahead. He sniffed around the edges of a field before he snatched a plant out of the ground and came back shouting, “Look! Murthweeld! We’ll be rich!”

      At the same time, two ferocious barks drowned out the sound of Wekin’s celebration.

      Zhane grabbed Wekin’s arm and shouted to the rest, “Run!”

      Eliesmore dashed forward, wondering what Murthweeld was.

      Idrithar pointed north. “There’s an orchard up ahead. Scale the trees.”

      A howl echoed through the farmland, followed by sharp barks and a growl. Eliesmore’s vision spun; he couldn’t see the animals, yet it sounded like they were surrounded. The howls and barks continued, raising the hair on Eliesmore’s back. The golden fields blurred before him, changing from gold, to green, and finally to gray. The shapes clicked in his mind before his eyes saw them. Dogs. Wolves. Black and gray creatures raced through the fields, running low on four legs. Their slobbering, pink tongues hung out of their mouths. A lone wolf sat back on its haunches on a hill. It turned back its head and sent a chilling call sweeping across the fields.

      Idrithar was already at the orchard, swinging up into the trees in a spry way Eliesmore was surprised to see. Ellagine and Glashar were close behind him. Visra floated above the ground. She had a sword in her hand and a smirk on her face as she watched the creatures dash toward them.

      Optimistic snatched at the branch of a tree and scrambled upward. Eliesmore arrived at the base of the tree and reached. A hand grabbed his arm and hauled him to a branch, resting on his shoulder to steady him. Eliesmore looked up and found Arldrine crouched beside him, already reaching for Yamier. He moved back; he was surprised at her ability to lift the Crons. Wekin had his head down; his unruly curls hung in his eyes.

      By the time they had reached the lower tree branches, a pack of wolf dogs was at the base, howling and digging at the roots.

      “Look!” Yamier squeaked. “They’ll uproot the tree!”

      “No.” Zhane shook his head. “Nevertheless, we should move on.”

      “Move on?” Wekin perked up, grabbing at a tree branch to steady himself as he swayed. “Where?”

      “We go onward through the trees,” Idrithar explained. “The wolves are the least of our worries.” He pointed.

      Eliesmore could see figures in the distance. They were Crons or Tiders. They conferred together, pointing to the wolves, before taking out swords and walking downhill, toward the noise.

      “I thought we would go unnoticed!” Eliesmore objected, touching his cloak as if to confirm it.

      “There is nothing for it; they’ve seen us now,” Idrithar countered, muttering the last sentence under his breath. “The powers that keep us guarded are proving to be unreliable at times.”

      They climbed through the treetops like squirrels, springing from bough to bough.

      “I can kill them,” Visra shrieked to Idrithar; she waved her sword as she flew behind the company.

      “Leave them be,” Idrithar called. “We only fight if we must. There is no need to heedlessly and recklessly spill blood.”

      “I think there is,” Visra spun in midair.  Her foot kicked out and collided with Glashar, who happened to be in her path.

      Glashar hissed; a string of curses in Iaen fell from her lips as she whirled. For a second, the Jesnidrain and Falidrain stared at each other, the heat of crushed orange floated around them before bleeding into red anger. Eliesmore paused as he watched them; he was reminded of Optimistic’s explanation of Visra’s past. Glashar must have had something to do with it.

      “Power-hungry tyrant.”

      “Murderous villain.”

      Words sharp as daggers coated the air.

      “Coili!” Ellagine ordered in Iaen, a green fire seeping over her skin.

      “Wekin,” Dathiem spoke up, diverting attention away from the smoldering Idrains. “Do you still have the plant?”

      “Murthweeld? Yes.” Wekin’s shoulders slumped. “I have no desire to carry the cause of trouble. Here.” He tossed the green leaf he carried to Dathiem, who deftly caught it and held it up, examining it from every angle.

      “What is Murthweeld?” Eliesmore asked as he climbed, grateful for the diversion.

      “It is known for its mythical properties. It generally gives those who ingest unnatural strength and longevity. It was originally farmed by the Idrains,” Zhane explained.

      “This is a fated discovery, Wekin,” Idrithar admonished him. “Perhaps all of your spontaneous urges are not wrong.”

      Wekin hung his head, misunderstanding Idrithar’s words. “I did not mean to bring trouble raining down on our heads.”

      “You are a young Cron still,” Idrithar added dryly.

      “They are coming,” Dathiem pointed north.

      Eliesmore peered through the greenery, watching as a few Crons stood on the edges of the orchard. They gazed at the trees. They spoke to each other, shrugging their shoulders and holding their hands up. One reached to the ground, lifted up something that looked like a rock, and hurled it at the trees.

      “They think we are birds, eating the blossoms,” Zhane reasoned.

      “We will move faster on the ground,” Ellagine pointed out. “If they see us, they see us.”

      Idrithar grunted as Visra flew down, alighting on the ground and waiting for the wolves to leap toward her. A gray spotted wolf, almost as large as she was, leaped. She swiped at it with her sword, laughing as it sprang away at the last moment. Pushing off with her muscular legs, she left the ground, floating just out of reach as the wolf snarled and leaped again.

      “I’ll help distract them,” Arldrine offered, sliding out of the tree. She swung on a branch before landing on her feet a few feet away from Visra. Lifting her bow, she nocked an arrow in it and let it fly.

      “The rest of you, climb down on the other side of the orchard,” Idrithar instructed. “I’ll help keep the wolves distracted while you run.”

      “If only Fastshed and company had stayed with us.” Wekin sighed, lifting his eyes to the sky. “We could have ridden out of this mess.”

      “You must learn to live without horses to provide a hasty escape from trouble,” Idrithar reprimanded him.

      Wekin pursed his lips, giving Idrithar a mixed glare of sorrow and disbelief.

      As Eliesmore turned to follow Optimistic back to solid ground, a rock slammed into his head. Jagged pain took his vision for mere seconds, causing his eyes to water. He lost his grip on the tree and felt himself pitch forward, only to be caught by strong hands. One slipped over his head, and a gentle voice whispered, “Hítherald.”

      The darkness rolled away, and the pain faded as if chased from his memory by beads of light. Eliesmore opened his eyes to find Dathiem beside him. The Tider removed his hand without offering an explanation and moved on.

      “Mocteo, Eliesmore, with me,” Ellagine called.

      Eliesmore nodded, glancing at Dathiem before climbing down the tree beside Ellagine. On the other side of the orchard, the wolves had begun to whine and growl, running in circles away from Visra and Arldrine. They strained as if an invisible fence had been built around them, keeping them from the Green Company.

      Ellagine squeezed Eliesmore’s shoulder as their feet hit the soft ground. “They are coming,” she whispered. “Run.”

      Zhane and Yamier were not far behind them as they set off across the farmland, all pretense of secrecy gone. As he ran, Eliesmore reminded himself this predicament was far better than being chased by the Rakhai. He glanced behind to see how the others were faring and if the wolves were chasing them. As he looked, he saw a black cloud moving toward them. As it neared, Eliesmore could hear the thunder of horse hooves pounding across the farmland, and in a split second, he thought he saw the white-black faces of the Monrages. When he looked again, he saw a company of Crons and Tiders rushing toward them.

      “Avoid bloodshed if possible,” Idrithar ordered.

      Somehow Eliesmore saw Idrithar had moved to the front of the company along with Arldrine and Glashar. Visra was behind, buzzing as she watched the horses and waving her sword in anticipation. Eliesmore saw a glint of blood; he doubted Visra would heed Idrithar’s words. From all accounts, she seemed set on bloodshed.

      “It’s the Black Horse Lords,” Zhane shouted. “We need to avoid them.”

      Eliesmore felt his pace slow as a cloud of dust enveloped him. He turned, trying to keep his head and stay with the company.

      “Spread out,” Idrithar called.

      But Eliesmore could not see him anymore. For a brief moment, he was alone in the cloud, smelling the foul stench of dung and unwashed bodies as the Black Horse Lords swept through the midst of the Green Company. Faces flickered in and out of his eyesight. Beaked noses. Thick beards. Shallow eyes. Bushy eyebrows. Armor glinted in the light. For mere moments, it seemed as if he saw a raven picking at a stump of dead flesh, blood black as ink spreading across the ground. Poison and rot were taking root, and there was nothing he could do.

      Eliesmore heard a voice scream in panic: “Help! Help me!”

      He choked on a cloud of dust and found himself standing still. The Black Horse Lords were gone as quickly as they had come, galloping north. The dust began to settle, and Eliesmore brushed it off his shoulders. His hands fell to his sword as he turned to rejoin the company.

      Yamier’s eyes bulged out of his head as he pointed in the direction the Black Horse Lords had gone. “They took him!” he shouted. “We have to go after them. We have to save him!”

      Eliesmore counted. He closed his eyes and found himself in the cloud of darkness again. This time, he saw it. Dark blue eyes in the midst of swirling dust, begging for help. He opened his eyes and counted his companions. Wekin was missing.

      “Those who are lost, are lost,” Idrithar spoke with no emotion in his voice.

      “No,” Yamier shouted, his face turning red in a fury. “We have to save him. You know they will take him to the Torsilo Quarts. It will be torture and then death. You can’t let that happen to Wekin!”

      Idrithar bowed his head, making no move to address Yamier’s cries. The rest of the company stared aghast, looking from Idrithar to Yamier in confusion.

      Eliesmore stepped forward, remembering when he was taken to the Torsilo Quarts. As troublesome as Wekin was, he was also a White Steed. Wasn’t that why Eliesmore was the One? To save the White Steeds from the Black Steeds? To save the world from the Changers? Letting Wekin fall to his doom would be counterproductive. Besides, if they tortured Wekin, eventually he would give up the details of the Green Company. How could Idrithar let that happen?

      “Please?” Yamier was begging; his hands were clasped in front of him as he beseeched Idrithar. “Please.”

      Eliesmore looked at the stunned faces surrounding him. They were waiting for a decision. Waiting for Idrithar.

      “I’m going then.” Yamier crossed his arms. “I’m going to get Wekin.”

      “I’ll come with you.” Eliesmore stepped toward Yamier, his heart thudding in his chest as his fingers gripped the Jeweled Sword.

      Yamier stared at him in disbelief. “But you can’t. You’re the One.”

      “I’m going,” Eliesmore affirmed, his voice quiet.

      “Those who would go with Eliesmore and Yamier may go.” Idrithar lifted his head.

      “Idrithar,” Zhane spoke suddenly. “Are you sure?”

      Idrithar’s gaze was cold as he looked at Zhane. “Those who would go with Eliesmore and Yamier may go,” he repeated, his words driving into Zhane like a sword.

      Zhane stood taller, folding his arms.

      “I have been to the castle in the Torsilo Quarts,” Eliesmore spoke again. “I know what they will do to him.”

      “You must travel with all speed,” Idrithar told him. “They have horses, and you are only on foot. You must do whatever it takes.”

      “I will go,” Optimistic volunteered, moving to stand with Eliesmore and Yamier.

      “I know the way.” Arldrine touched her bow as she joined them. “I will lead.”

      “We will split, but not for long,” Idrithar said. “You four will go off after Wekin. The rest of us will hurry across the Sandg Sizge Hills in another direction to further confuse the Rakhai should they start following us.”

      Remembering the Rakhai, Eliesmore felt disconcerted as he realized the power fighters would not be coming with him. He looked at Idrithar and then at Ellagine.

      “Don’t worry,” Ellagine encouraged, her blue eyes smiling at him. “You can do this. It is a far less dangerous task than the Green Stone.”

      Eliesmore felt a warm stream of peace flow through him as he met her eyes.

      “We will meet you again in the Torsilo Quarts when you find Wekin,” Idrithar told Eliesmore.

      “I’m ready,” Eliesmore answered.

      “Then I suggest you go with all speed. The Black Horse Lords are almost out of sight,” Idrithar said. He paused as he stroked his beard. “Eliesmore, let no one see your sword.”

      Eliesmore took one last look at his companions. He looked at Ellagine, the beautiful Green Person. She nodded at him. “Run.”
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      Wekin rode on one of the black horses in the iron grip of a Cron. When he’d first found himself snatched away from his companions, he had been frightened. The grip of the Cron who held him had not slackened. Wekin considered squirming and demanding the Cron loosen his grip. After a few minutes of warring with his two choices, he concluded it served him right for stealing Murthweeld and getting into trouble in the first place. Recognizing his punishment, he turned his attention to his surroundings.

      The Horse Lords galloped through lush farmlands, dotted with trees and the swell of hills. Boring. Wekin took a deep breath and let out an inaudible sigh. Thus far, his adventures with the Green Company had been utterly boring. Life at the fortress had been utterly boring. Perhaps the Horse Lords would provide some excitement to his dull life. Tilting his head as best he could, he examined his captors.

      The Crons and Tiders were much bigger than him in both height and muscular thickness. They were dressed in black from head to toe. They had polished helmets to protect their heads yet there was an opening to reveal their faces. Wekin wanted to ask what they wanted with him. It was clear he was a White Steed, which meant they would take him to one of two places for further questioning and perhaps torture: Daygone or the Torsilo Quarts.

      For the first time, he began to wonder if the Green Company would come after him. Were they angry at his foolishness? Would they leave him to his doom? Before the overwhelming thoughts of loneliness and torture settled in his mind, he reprimanded himself because Idrithar was not there to do it. It was too dangerous for the Green Company to come after him. After all, their quest was to dissolve the Green Stone. While that task alone seemed impossible, it would be foolhardy for them to come after him. He was a nobody. Worthless. He closed his eyes, willing the thoughts to go away. Worry was not for him. He had to focus on the present.

      As the wings of night moved across the countryside, the Black Horse Lords reined in their mounts and dismounted one by one. Wekin was pulled off the horse and dumped on the ground like a sack of Murthweeld. Before he could take a step, hands came down on his shoulders. “Pass me rope,” the Cron muttered.

      “Aye.” Another Cron nodded, holding out rope as he moved toward them.

      “Hey,” Wekin protested as the Cron reached for him. “I don’t need to be tied up.”

      The Cron raised his hand and slapped Wekin’s face, causing his head to jerk back. “You’ll do as you’re told,” the Cron grunted.

      Wekin narrowed his eyes at the bully before holding out his wrists. The Cron tied the rope around his hands, pulling the knots tighter than necessary at the end. Using the rest of the rope as a leash, he jerked Wekin to the middle of the encampment.

      The Black Horse Lords allowed their horses to graze in a circle around them. In the midst of the circle, a fire was built, and presently Wekin detected the scent of something foul. He sniffed. They didn’t know how to cook. The spices in the air were wrong, and whatever it was they were cooking was likely dead too long. Wekin stuck out his lower lip, wishing for Yamier’s comforting cooking.

      The foul substance was soon warmed, and a Cron walked around, handing out cups of the inedible slush to each Horse Lord. Wekin accepted his without a word, holding it gingerly in his bound hands as he speculated why the Horse Lords had wooden cups instead of leaves, which were easier to carry.

      The Cron who had captured Wekin examined him and bellowed out, “Eat!”

      “No.” Wekin stuck his nose in the air. “It is foul food. Your horses could cook a better meal if you’d let them.” He grinned, proud of his statement, but the murderous look on the Cron’s face wipe away his gloating.

      “Eat,” the Cron commanded, lumbering over to Wekin. He grabbed a fistful of Wekin’s hair, yanking his head back.

      “Stop it,” Wekin complained. “You don’t have to get so upset; I was merely stating a fact.”

      Ignoring him, the Cron clamped a hand around Wekin’s jaw, forcing his mouth open, and dumped the entire contents of the cup into Wekin’s mouth.

      Wekin gagged and choked, attempting to spew out the bitter meal. The angle his head was at prevented the food from spilling, and he managed to swallow some, coughing and his eyes streaming as it burned his mouth and throat.

      “Water,” Wekin choked out when the Cron let go of him. He felt the warm liquid dripping down his chin onto his tunic.

      The Cron gaffed, causing a spurt of laughter from the other Horse Lords.

      “Give him water,” a stern voice ordered.

      Wekin looked up to find a tall Cron standing over him. The tall Cron sat down beside him as a water skin was pushed into his hands. Wekin took a long swallow.

      “I am Lord Axle,” the Cron began. His brown eyes were shallow, constantly shifting back and forth as if he were unsure of himself. “I lead these Horse Lords, and I am in charge of your fate. If you help me, perhaps I can help you.”

      Wekin continued to guzzle water.

      “Your answers to these questions may determine whether we set you free or take you to the Torsilo Quarts. You are aware of what awaits you there?”

      Wekin choked and coughed again, recognizing the veiled threat.

      Lord Axle moved in front of Wekin and began, his voice cold and slow. “What were you doing with that company in the orchard?”

      “Running.” Wekin perked up, happy for an easy question.

      Lord Axle paused, his mouth hanging open a fraction, taken aback by the Wekin’s answer. He furrowed his brows. “Why were you running?”

      “You, the wolves, and dogs were chasing us.” Wekin shuddered.

      The Cron’s eyes darkened. “Why were we chasing you?”

      Wekin glanced up at the sky, searching for answers. “I suppose the farmers called you to fight their battle.”

      Lord Axle’s voice lowered. “Why did they call? Because your company was in the orchard. Tell me: what were you doing there?”

      Wekin shrugged. “It was my fault for picking Murthweeld.”

      Lord Axle glowered. “How many are in your company?”

      Wekin took another long drink, emptying the water skin. He tossed it away and fixed Lord Axle with a stare.

      “Why were you traveling this far north?” Lord Axle prodded.

      Wekin sat still in silence, biting his tongue to keep it from leaping out.

      “I know you are a White Steed. Answer me!” Lord Axle demanded.

      “No!” Wekin jerked away, leaping up. “I don’t care what you do. You won’t get any information from me!”

      “Sit down,” Lord Axle snapped. “If you don’t answer me, you’ll get what you deserve.”

      “If I do tell you, I will get the same thing,” Wekin muttered under his breath. Louder, he demanded, “Where are you taking me?”

      “To the castle in the Torsilo Quarts and maybe then to Daygone,” Lord Axle answered. “As the rule goes, torture—Torsilo Quart—first and then death—Daygone.”

      Wekin froze, the color draining from his face at the mention of Daygone.

      “Sleep.” Lord Axle laughed at Wekin’s expression. “When you are ready to talk, find me.”

      For the first time in his life, Wekin passed a sleepless night. He watched the stars and fidgeted with the rope as it bit into his skin. He could not help but feel the end was near; his time before he reached the Torsilo Quarts would be critical. He had to find a way to eat bacon one last time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The days trickled by as Wekin planned his escape, unwilling to endure the foul food the Horse Lords forced down his throat each night. His hands worked against the ropes, undoing the knots and releasing his sore wrists. The Horse Lords were slow to notice his freedom. When they set camp that evening, Wekin settled in the dust and picked up a stick, finding comfort in the familiar strokes. He sketched out the Eastern South World, also known as the Hill Countries. His fingers caressed the graceful swoops of the hill countries, the craggy mountains, and the vague circles of islands to the north of Daygone. As a signature, he marked the countries with their names in the common tongue. His eyes reluctantly followed his lonely journey toward the Torsilo Quarts, and he found himself wishing for the kind attentions of the Mermis in the fortress.

      “You are a mapmaker?” The voice made him jump. “Lord Axle, look at this,” a Tider called, pointing to Wekin’s map.

      Lord Axle strode over, pausing in surprise at Wekin’s artistic abilities. “Ah, you must be from the Eastern Hill Countries. Tell me: where did the company you traveled with originate from?”

      Wekin just stared at the map. “I can’t tell you,” he snapped when Lord Axle prodded him for answers.

      “Who taught you how to draw maps?” Lord Axle tried a different approach.

      Wekin sighed. “My father.”

      “Family business, I presume.” Lord Axle attempted to fill in gaps of knowledge. “He took you across the South World?”

      Wekin leaned back. How could he possibly have traveled the South World? The Horse Lord presumed too much. “Of course not,” he blurted out before he remembered he should not be talking.

      “Draw a map of the western South World,” Lord Axel instructed, crossing his arms.

      Wekin paused, considering how much trouble drawing a simple map would get him into. When he could not come up with a reason, he took up his stick and began. This time he drew quickly instead of relishing the art. The watching Horse Lord seemed to taint his enjoyment.

      “How do you know it is like that?” Hints of awe flickered in his tone.

      “My father taught me,” Wekin repeated.

      “And how does your father know? Because he traveled the world. He must be the leader of your company,” the Cron said more to himself than Wekin. He grabbed Wekin's shoulder. “Where is he now?” he hissed.

      Wekin pulled back. “He’s dead.”

      “Dead? Are you sure you aren’t lying?” Lord Axle asked.

      “If I were lying, I wouldn’t be here. I would be back…” Wekin trailed off at a loss for words.

      Lord Axle sat back on the ground and folded his arms. “You could do well as a Black Steed. There would be a place for you with the Horse Lords, and you could avoid this nasty business regarding being tortured in the Torsilo Quarts. There are few White Steeds in the South World. If you remain loyal to them, you doom yourself to a lifetime of misery. We will catch the One. Only time will tell. He is your leader, isn’t he? The One ‘Song’ is sung about?”

      Wekin burst into laughter; the combination of the Cron offering him a place with the Horse Lords while assuming Eliesmore was the leader of the Green Company was too much for him. “No.” He wiped his eyes.

      Lord Axle’s face grew dark. “Are you sure? He is a Blended One with black hair and jeweled eyes, green, like the Treasure Hunters. Are you certain?”

      Wekin was stunned. It was the first time someone had alluded to Eliesmore as a Treasure Hunter, a Jeweled One. He supposed it was true. Eliesmore had emerald green eyes. The Green Stone belonged to him, which meant…Wekin scrunched up his face as a thought possessed him. His brain began to hurt from thinking. The Blended Ones were scorned, according to the tales of Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his companions. The Blended Ones had a way of manipulating events to their advantage. Even in the Eastern World, the Treasure Hunters had searched for the Clyear of Power. However, it had come to a Blended One. Perhaps Eliesmore had the same devious nature. Wekin frowned. “I’m certain,” he told Lord Axle.

      “Who is your leader?” Lord Axle sat back thoughtfully, failing to notice Wekin tossing the rope into the fire. “Think about it.” He pressed Wekin. “Join my company of Horse Lords. Turn to the ways of the Black Steeds.”

      “Never.” Wekin glared at him. “I am a White Steed. It is the only serious choice I will ever make.”

      “We shall see about that when we reach the Torsilo Quarts.” Lord Axle rose, leaving Wekin to consider the consequences of his refusal.
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      Eliesmore led the way, his heart thudding behind his rib cage as they neared the black castle. Optimistic, Arldrine, and Yamier ran beside him. Yamier’s shoulders quaked from exhaustion. They had pushed themselves hard the past two weeks, hoping to reach the castle of the Black Steeds before Wekin was cast into torture. They knew it was likely that they were too slow.

      “There it is,” Yamier breathed in excitement as they approached the castle.

      It stood just as dark and intimidating as Eliesmore remembered. He shivered, reminding himself this time it was different. “How should we attack?” Eliesmore asked Arldrine.

      “We either barge in the front door or creep around the back. That’s how real attacks go,” Yamier suggested.

      Somehow, Eliesmore doubted Yamier had ever been in a real attack.

      “We aren’t attacking; we are procuring Wekin,” Arldrine objected. “Besides, the Black Steeds aren’t used to White Steeds showing up. We can simply walk in the front door.”

      “Oh.” Yamier frowned.

      “The torture rooms are toward the front of the castle,” Eliesmore recalled. “That’s likely where he will be.”

      Optimistic hid his bow in the folds of his cloak. “Let’s go.”

      Arldrine took the lead and raised a fist, pounding on the heavy doors. They swung open. There were two guards on either side of the entrance. A Tider strode out. “Who are you and where do you come from?” he demanded.

      The Tider’s hand shot out. Arldrine spun, slapping away his hand and pinning him against the wall. “Where is the Cron?” she ordered.

      “There he is!” Yamier shouted.

      Two guards marched down the hall toward them, each holding one of Wekin’s arms. Wekin stared at them, his eyes giving off an odd glitter as he watched them. Arldrine turned, spinning the Tider with her, as the guards shouted.

      Optimistic lifted his bow, sending a warning arrow, and then he punched the two guards at the door. Arldrine threw the Tider into the wall, letting her fists fly. The guards reached for Arldrine, but her dagger was faster, piercing one in the side while slicing through the other’s arms. She pulled Wekin toward her, cutting his binds at the same time.

      Yamier and Eliesmore stood back, mouths hanging open as they watched the quick retrieval.

      “More will come; let’s run!” Optimistic shouted, moving back toward the door with an arrow in his bow.

      There was a shout in the castle, and they turned.

      “Took you long enough.” Wekin laughed, tilting back his head. The odd glimmer in his eyes was gone.

      “Lord Axle!” Shouts came from the castle. “He is getting away!”

      “No time to talk! Run!” Arldrine hustled Wekin forward.

      They dashed across the plain as the guards burst through the castle door.

      “Leave them!” Lord Axle commanded. “The Rakhai are nearby; they will hunt them down. We have other matters to attend to.”

      “But they are White Steeds!” a voice countered.

      As the guards moved, a blue fire erupted in front of them, blocking their exit. There were shouts and screams from those who had been singed.

      Eliesmore continued to run, feeling the wind on his back. He saw a figure standing in front of the castle with a hand out, waiting for them. “Idrithar?” he called.

      The stern-faced Cron nodded and lifted his hand again, blue fire tingling from his fingertips.

      “Welcome back.” Idrithar nodded. “Come. We must rejoin the others.”

      Eliesmore bit back questions as they dashed over the plain. He saw Ellagine first; she was a blur of shimmering pale green. Glashar, Zhane, and Dathiem had arrows waiting. When they saw it was only their comrades, they lowered them.

      “Wekin.” They welcomed him, clasping hands on his back. Wekin grinned as if he’d defeated the Black Steeds single-handedly.

      “I am sorry for the trouble I caused.” He turned to each of them, although his expression did not indicate he was the least bit apologetic.

      “No need for that.” Idrithar brushed past. “It is over, and you are unscathed. In fact, you helped us get to the Torsilo Quarts faster. We are only ten days away from the shore.”

      “We should run,” Glashar interrupted. “We can talk later.”

      Before they took off, Eliesmore felt Ellagine approach him. Her eyes were hopeful, and she smiled as she leaned down. She whispered, “You have succeeded once. You can succeed again.”

      Eliesmore smiled up at her as if they shared a private secret.

      They ran, a company of green blending with the ground. Giant trees, with their boughs stretched wide, flashed past them, paving the road toward the sea. Thoughts swirled around Eliesmore’s head. One took priority. He was exhausted from running. For two weeks, he had fled with his companions, seeing nothing aside from blank sky and empty land. Once they had discovered a map that was covered in dust, Yamier was sure it was Wekin’s work. They’d run on, searching for their lost friend. Eliesmore wished they were already at sea. It was something he’d desired since he was young. He could almost hear the song of the waves, rocking him to sleep. He wanted to lie in a boat and forget about his quest, the Rakhai, and what would happen to the Green Company in the west. Although they would be far from Daygone, there were two Changers in the west. They were going into the heart of darkness.

      As if reading his thoughts, evening fell. It wasn’t until the shadows shifted that Idrithar called for a stop. They collapsed on the ground, forming a circle. Some learned against trees, catching their breath. Their faces were little more than thin shadows as they looked at each other. Wekin was half-asleep when Idrithar called him. “Wekin, tell us your tale.”

      Yawning as he sat up, he rubbed his eyes before he began his exaggerated tale. When he finished, he sat back with pride.

      Idrithar gave Wekin a nod of respect. “You did well Wekin, in spite of the dreadful things that were going to happen to you. You have proved yourself a true White Steed.”

      Wekin turned to Yamier, his eyes shining. “Did you hear that?”

      Zhane threw back his head and chuckled. “Oh, Wekin.”

      Idrithar lifted a hand. “About the Rakhai.”

      Eliesmore froze. He closed his eyes, and there it was: the cold shadow of fear sliding into his heart again. He dreaded the words Idrithar was about to speak, yet he needed to know.

      “The Rakhai left Daygone a week ago.”

      “How do you know?” Eliesmore gasped.

      “At first we felt it,” Zhane explained. “There was a cloud of darkness following us.”

      “They have new horses.” Glashar shuddered. “Giant stallions. They won’t be easy to kill.”

      Arldrine crossed her arms; her brow was furrowed.

      “If our suspicions are correct, they will reach the Torsilo Quarts today,” Idrithar concluded.

      “No.” Eliesmore groaned, closing his eyes.

      “Eliesmore.” Optimistic touched his arm. “Are you okay?”

      Eliesmore opened his eyes as if waking from a nightmare. “I will be.” He addressed his next question to Idrithar. “Should we run on now?”

      “No.” Idrithar shook his head. “We are exhausted. A good night’s sleep will do everyone a lot of good. Rest and regain your strength. We have seven days of running ahead of us.”

      Eliesmore lay back and put his head down, even as he heard Idrithar calling for the night watchers. He closed his eyes, and everything faded.
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      Arldrine rose as the company settled down to sleep. Yamier and Wekin were already unconscious. They were back to back; likely dreaming of bacon.

      “Arldrine,” Ellagine whispered her name. She reached out a hand, motioning to an empty place by her side.

      “One moment,” Arldrine called to her. She and Ellagine were close like Zhane and Dathiem. They met years ago when Ellagine entered the woods of Truemonix for the first time. They had been quite young: Ellagine was only seventeen, and Arldrine was eighteen. “Idrithar, a word in a private?” She brushed the fog of gloom from her mind.

      “Zhane.” Idrithar beckoned. “Join us.”

      They moved through the trees, just out of earshot of the company. Arldrine took a deep breath, reminding herself to listen before making assumptions. There was a logical reason for each action Idrithar took. “You set Wekin up,” she snapped, her voice cold. “Why did you let him get captured?”

      If Idrithar was surprised at her accusation, he did not show it. “I did not set him up; you could see how far he was from us. It would have been folly to risk a battle with the Horse Lords. However, it did give us an opportunity.” He moved closer to Arldrine, dropping his voice. “Zhane and I have been in consternation over the actions of the Rakhai, and Wekin’s capture gave us a chance to test our suspicious. Tell me: did you hear wind of the Rakhai as you ran with Eliesmore and Optimistic? Think.”

      “No.” Arldrine shifted her eyes from Zhane to Idrithar. “It was peaceful. It was silent, almost dull.”

      “It is because they aren’t chasing them; they are chasing us.” Idrithar spread his hands, gesturing toward their sleeping companions. “We are their target, not Eliesmore. Not Optimistic.”

      Arldrine crossed her arms, and her eyes darkened. “That cannot be right,” she argued. “When Ellagine, Eliesmore, Optimistic, and I traveled to the fortress, they hunted us. They attacked us and wounded Eliesmore. They are coming for him.” She nodded, trying to believe her words, although she knew Idrithar was right.

      “Perhaps.” Idrithar held up a finger, as he always did when proving a point. “Perhaps they mean for him to complete this quest and dissolve the Green Stone. A game is afoot. Zhane, have you told her what Dathiem conveyed to you?”

      Zhane stepped forward; his eyes were guarded. “Dathiem believes the Iaens are attempting to brainwash Eliesmore. Once he dissolves the Green Stone, they want to use him for their own desires.”

      “You believe this?” Arldrine glared at him, angry with him for thinking ill of the Iaen and annoyed at him for ignoring her.

      “No,” Zhane disagreed, holding up a hand. “No. Ellagine, Glashar, and Visra are our friends. We will do them no harm. Dathiem does have a valid argument. When Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone, we must be on guard; it is the moment when the Changers will strike us hard. We must be ready.”

      Arldrine gave Idrithar and Zhane a steely look. “We will be ready.” Her tone was cold. “We will have Eliesmore. We will win.”

      “At what cost?” Idrithar’s words prevented her from walking away. “You know this. You have seen the balance that sways in the deep. If Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone, he will be like the immortals. A choice will rise before him, and he will have to choose whose desires he will answer to: those of the mortals or the immortals. It has always been this way: mortals versus immortals. You know the rumors about the Blended Ones. Beware. Lest they drive us into folly and death. Beware.”

      “Idrithar, I respect you but not for what you have done to Wekin. He may have his freedom now, but you could have cost him his life. Gambling with fate is for the immortals, not for a Wise One like you.”

      “This is why I tell you this, Arldrine of Truemonix, so that you may be aware of the turning of events. This has been a hard conversation for you to have, yet you retain your true self. You are not easily swayed by others’ decisions. I can only hope that Eliesmore will be as strong as you when it comes to his choice.”

      Arldrine nodded. “Idrithar. Zhane.” She turned and strode away. As she walked toward Ellagine, she found her hands shaking, whether it was in fear or anger, she was not sure.
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      A few days later, a shadow crossed in front of the company as they moved into the forest. Zhane lifted his head; the air seemed closer and denser. Glashar called down from a treetop. “Ìal iál, the Rakhai are out there.”

      “The Rakhai will not enter the woods,” Zhane assured the Green Company, “given the unsteady ground.” They walked single file through the forest with holes. Idrithar took the lead, tapping the ground with his staff.

      “We should press on.” Idrithar coaxed a light from his fingertips.

      Zhane listened to the crackle of power as they moved. At times, he could almost taste the burnt flavors. While he admired Idrithar’s abilities, he found himself relieved he did not carry the same burden. Arldrine’s words drifted back to him. He narrowed his eyes, and he let his dark gaze flicker in her direction. She walked with the young Crons, spending most of her time with Optimistic and Ellagine. She would not look at him, leaving him questioning whether she was still angry at him for allowing Idrithar to manipulate Wekin. The situation had arisen unexpectedly, and he had failed to act as he should. They were White Steeds. Life and the protection of all should be their motive, not Idrithar’s desire to leave those who were lost behind.

      Night closed around them as they continued deeper into the forest. Screams and cries echoed in the distance, causing them to jump and shiver. The Rakhai were attacking hapless victims who failed to hide and who failed to stay indoors. Zhane found his hand drifting again to his sword hilt, even though he knew they were safe in the forest. He wanted to act. The endless traveling frayed his nerves. He needed a fight, a battle, or anything to let loose his pent-up rage. The injustice of it all was that he couldn’t save everyone. The cries begged him for protection, yet he could not save them all.

      Midnight passed, bringing the inky black fingers of the night to steal their sight. Zhane felt the oppression in the air begin to lift and fade.

      Ellagine spoke first. “They have gone.”

      “They must have realized they cannot get to us until we leave the forest,” Glashar added from where she stood beside Dathiem.

      Zhane could see their shapes: a tall Tider besides a petite Falidrain.

      “They will be waiting at the Jaded Sea.” Visra sniggered as if she were happy to give them bad news.

      Ellagine whispered to her in Iaen, silencing her imprudence.

      They climbed a hill, and at the top, Idrithar tapped the ground with his staff, and with a crash, a mass of leaves collapsed, creating an abysmal pit. Idrithar motioned for the rest of the Company to come up around it. He shined his staff over the blackness. “Marwumps live under here in the marshswamps. To fall is to enter the underground domain, and no one who goes under escapes. We must be careful and always be on watch against their designs.”

      “All this seems to be about is being careful and staying out of dangerous business.” Wekin sighed.

      Idrithar ignored him. “Come. I know a place where there is firmer footage. This is not the first time I have come through these woods.”

      “Nor the second. We know this place well,” Zhane added, recalling the many adventures he and Idrithar shared.

      Idrithar led them over hills until they came to a flat plane in a clearing of trees. He walked around the clearing, step by step, before announcing, “It is safe. We rest here.”

      They shuffled into the clearing, dropping into huddled bumps on the ground. “I’ll take first watch,” Glashar volunteered.

      “Wake me when day breaks,” Zhane called.

      He threw himself down, using his pack as a pillow as he tugged the hood of his cloak over his eyes. Just before he drifted off, he smelled mushrooms.

      The sunlight woke him before Glashar did. The light threaded through the thick boughs of the forest where it could, warming his face with rays of light. He opened his eyes, watching and listening as he always did. He placed a hand on the ground to feel the rhythm of life. The wood was silent, save for his companions. They created soft snores and light breathing. As stealthy as a wild cat in the prairie, he stood, leaning his back against the bark of a redwood tree. Placing his palm on it, he waited for the heart of the tree to come alive and give him a sign of life. There was nothing.

      “Zhane?” Glashar whispered.

      “I’ll keep watch; get some rest,” he answered, knowing sleep would not come for her. Idrains were uncanny with their lack of sleep and lack of birth. They were discovered naked, curled in the leaves of giant flowers, and full-grown. They came alive as if out of hibernation and roamed the forests, playing with their inherent powers while dancing through nature. Since they never experienced the cycle of life all mortals went through, relating to the Idrains was difficult. They had nothing in common. The Green People were different. Zhane’s gaze shifted to Ellagine. She slept. Although she carried the blood of the mortals, she came from a line of warriors and heroes. She had a family line to be proud of. He could not say the same for himself.

      His eyes caught a flicker. Without turning his head, he moved his eyes. Glashar pulled her golden hair over her shoulder, kissing Dathiem’s arm before she leaned into his chest. His arm dropped. His fingers curled around her buttocks as he drew her closer. She whispered something and tilted her face toward his. He shook his head, closing his eyes before he could see her crestfallen look. Zhane adverted his gaze, letting it drop on Arldrine. He knew he could not fault Dathiem for allowing Glashar to distract him. If Arldrine ever looked at him with half the desire and attention Glashar gave to Dathiem, he would not refuse. There seemed to be a barrier between them. Every time he tried to break it, she pushed him further away. He’d hoped one day her dark almond eyes would not regard him with reservation, and she’d allow herself to become unbound in his arms. He gripped his sword hilt, needing to work out his aggravations. His eyes drifted to Eliesmore, who jumped when their gazed met.

      “Eliesmore, we still have a few hours left," Zhane suggested.

      Eliesmore shrugged. "I can't sleep any longer."

      “Ready for a lesson?” Zhane drew his sword, watching the tracings on the blade glimmer.

      “Yes, I need to practice.” Eliesmore leaped up with eagerness and drew his sword.

      Zhane felt himself relax as he began to instruct. He reminded Eliesmore how to hold his sword and taught him how to parry and thrust. He spent time going over the best places to strike different parts of the body: some to wound, some to incapacitate the opponent, and some to kill. Eliesmore soaked it in. He nodded as he thought through each movement, understanding the urgency and the need.

      “Good.” Zhane finally halted. “We’ll make an excellent warrior of you yet.” He sheathed his sword and stretched his arms, soaking in the after burn of using his muscles.

      “Zhane?” Eliesmore plopped down cross-legged and reached for his pack. “Will you tell me about your adventures? How did you come to the fortress?"

      Zhane grew still, organizing his thoughts as he considered his life. He recalled a time when the world was beyond hope and no one thought the One would come. He’d assumed he would be part of another generation of White Steeds, shifting through fabled days and waiting for the One.

      “It is a long tale,” he warned Eliesmore. How could he explain the events of years past in a way that Eliesmore would understand? “I grew up in the west with Dathiem. We spent most of our childhood fighting to survive until ten years ago when we made the journey to the fortress of the White Steeds. There I met Uglar, who was the leader of the White Steeds then. He was old and had seen many years. Idrithar was his assistant. Back then, the fortress overflowed with White Steeds.” Zhane curled his hand into a fist and thumped his heart. “Many are gone. Idrithar, Dathiem, and I became close friends. We are like-minded in our awareness of the Black Steeds and what we need to do to protect others from their violence.

      “It was Uglar himself who taught me to advance my skills as a warrior. Since I have no powers, I took up the bow and arrow, the sword, the spear, knives, and anything I could use. Idrithar has innate abilities; he only took up the sword. While Dathiem is a healer, he was already a skilled with the bow and arrow.

      “Idrithar, being a Cron and a Seeker, desired to travel. He wanted to know the world for himself, firsthand. He wanted to walk the paths of the mountains and find hidden paths. Eventually, he was determined to leave the fortress, and I went with him. The two of us embarked on foot—it was Idrithar’s idea. He said we could learn the lay of the land better that way. Our way was slow because of it. We stopped to examine everything. We learned the landmarks; we found the hidden paths, plants, and animals. We traveled up Sanga San into the Sandg Sizge Hills and around them, taking care not to go anywhere near Daygone. We traveled through the Torsilo Quarts, eluding the castle. Once we finished exploring the Torsilo Quarts, we took a boat and sailed out to the South Isles.

      “We had a fair journey in Oceantic and were rewarded by the beauty of the South Isles. I remember the sand, the wind, the bright colors, and the exotic trees. The South Isles are too close to Daygone; Black Steeds swarmed the islands with their boats. After a small battle, Idrithar and I found it necessary to leave. We sailed off again and landed in Monoxie in the west. From there, we traveled the grasslands to Castle Range, also called the Constel Heights. Idrithar and I, having heard ‘Song’ all our lives, were looking forward to the coming of the One, your coming, because Magdela the Monrage was indeed dead, so we knew the time would be soon. We traveled to see the fountain of Idrain, the water where the Green Stone is to be dissolved. Instead, we found an enormous castle, the largest I have ever seen, it is fiercely guarded by Black Steeds. Knowing it could be the end, we took our chances and snuck into the castle. It was hard to get in then, and I suppose it will be harder now. For two days, we were lost in the castle before we stumbled upon the fountain. Though now it seems so long ago, we measured and counted every step of the way so we know how to reach it again.” Zhane stopped as he thought about their time in the stronghold.

      “From the Constel Heights, once we escaped the castle, we went down to Werivment, where we enjoyed a time of rest away from the Black Steeds. Then we crossed Werivment and went on to the Cascade Mountain Range." Zhane paused and smiled. “Two years later, we passed through Shimla on our way back to the fortress. It was there we met Ellagine for the first time. It was a great honor to be among the Iaen. We stayed for two weeks before returning to the fortress, leaving an invitation for Ellagine to visit because she seemed curious about us.

      “We dwelt at the fortress for a year, compiling our knowledge. During that time, Ellagine and Visra came for a visit and began to teach us Iaen. I wanted to go back out in the world again because I knew there were many places we had not yet discovered. This time, Dathiem agreed to come with Idrithar and me. Before we could set out, Arldrine came to the fortress.” Zhane smiled. “We delayed our journey for another month before setting a course through the Land of Lock, Locherenixzes. We lost no time in crossing the Jaded Sea and continued our travels through the west. After a year of many adventures that were mostly in the Cascade Mountains, we crossed the Jaded Sea and entered Truemonix. We took a route through the Sandg Sizge Hills to Sanga San. This was about four and a half years since I had first come to the fortress. The three of us were traveling when we heard a terrible noise and a lot of commotion. We hurried forward to find…” Zhane paused for a moment. “To find the Black Steeds destroying Optimistic’s home. He alone escaped, and so we took him, along with the Green Stone, back to the fortress. Soon after we arrived, there arose a dispute about the Black Steeds and White Steeds, and many of our friends left to join the Black Steeds. The very next year, Glashar came, and she did not stay long. In fact, three months later, she and Ellagine returned to the forest of Shimla. After that, Dathiem, Optimistic, and I went out together and found Wekin and Yamier.

      “Time drifted by uneventfully. White Steeds came and went, and then the Black Steeds attacked our fortress. They killed many, including our strong leader, Uglar.” Zhane grew quiet. His face turned to stone, but his voice moved on, weaving the tale. “Idrithar took his place, and many of our friends, leaders of great wisdom, ran. It was a sad time. We recognized there was no safe place, and we always had to be on guard against the Black Steeds. There were less than fifteen of us left when Idrithar and I took our last journey.

      “When Idrithar and I returned two years later, we met Arldrine, who had gone to live in Truemonix. She told us that when the One came—and Ellagine had told her he was coming soon—she would help him. We were saddened by her leaving, but we returned to the fortress anyway. In January, Optimistic left to find Ellagine. You know the rest. There were more attacks from the Black Steeds, the Rakhai rose, and now here we are. We are the only White Steeds left,” Zhane finished.

      Eliesmore’s eyes were clouded with a mix of hope and sorrow. “We are the only ones left,” he repeated.

      “Yes,” Zhane said absentmindedly. His mind drifted, thinking back to the days when the fortress was buoyant with life, laughter, and people groups. The animals called it home, and the mice carried the barrels that floated in from Oceantic. He recalled the cold mountain slopes, barren lands, dranagins under the mountain, and where the seven rivers met. He sighed as he thought of the terror he experienced in the Cave of Disappearance and the relaxation he felt in the Green World in the mountains. He remembered being trapped in the Constel Heights, the lonely freedom of the Monoxie meadows, and the fierce towers. He thought of Arldrine’s dark beauty, and his eyes drifted toward her. She was awake now, leaning against a tree. Her arms were folded around her waist as she talked to Ellagine.

      Eliesmore disturbed his reprieve. “Ten years you traveled. I wonder how long it will take us to complete the three deeds.”

      “We should get moving.” Zhane sniffed the air. “A storm is coming, and I fear it is a bad one.”

      “How can you tell?” Eliesmore picked up his pack.

      “Sometimes I just know things,” Zhane said, putting on his pack. “Wothemoc comehtow,” he called.

      “What does it mean?” Eliesmore asked.

      “’Awake or wake up’ in Iaen.”

      The company rose a few at a time. They wiped sleep from their eyes and collected their few belongings. Idrithar took the lead without waiting for a meal. “Be prepared to march for a long time,” he warned. “We must reach the Jaded Sea before the Rakhai.”

    

  


  
    Eliesmore
    
  




  

    
      
        
          
            50

          

          

      

    

    


  
    Eliesmore
    
  




  





            Eliesmore

          

        

      

    

    
      Three days later, the Green Company stood at the edge of the forest. A thick mass of bushes mixed with wild grass stretched before them, ending in the sparkling sea. What lay between them and the sea made Eliesmore feel his strength drip away. Five of the Rakhai sat on their great stallions, beasts with red eyes and white foaming mouths. They snorted and stomped in anticipation as they waited for the Green Company. The sea breeze blew in, stirring their dark hair and clearly displaying the white and black faces of the Monrages. Their eyes were red, and their hands were stretched forward. Beckoning. Daring the Green Company to challenge them.

      Beyond them, Eliesmore could see sails. Three boats perched in the water, rocking in the waves. “They found our boats.” Zhane made a fist in anger, slamming it against the palm of his hand.

      “If they are our boats, we should take them back.” Visra yanked out her sword and crouched. Spreading her wings, she leaped into the air.

      Arldrine stretched a hand behind her back, reaching for an arrow. Her face was set with determination. “Visra and I will distract them,” she announced and ran through the bushes, leaping over them before anyone could say a word.

      “Go,” Idrithar ordered. “Eliesmore, Optimistic, and Ellagine, stay with me.”

      “That’s not fair…” Wekin began, trailing off as Dathiem grabbed his arm.

      “Glashar and I are with you,” he told Wekin. Perhaps he meant to be of comfort, but his voice came out rough and short. Glashar took the lead, and Yamier, Wekin, and Dathiem followed her. The four of them shot out from undercover and raced toward the Jaded Sea. The Rakhai drew their swords and waited, watching the four approach them from one side while Arldrine and Visra approached them from the other.

      Eliesmore took a step forward only to find himself pulled backward by a hand on his shoulder. “Eliesmore.” Ellagine’s face was quite close to his. He could see darker flecks in her blue eyes that were clouded with sorrow. Her mouth was quite close to his. “Be careful. The Rakhai are coming.”

      Eliesmore pulled away, misunderstanding her statement as he heard thunder and the snort of horses running. Down from the north, three of the Rakhai galloped.

      “Run!” Idrithar shouted with a ball of blue fire balanced on his fingertips.

      Eliesmore found his feet moving as he almost tripped over bushes. Three more of the Rakhai galloped toward them from the south.

      “Hícalidi thrmorí, nehíthermal lamrehtíhen.” Idrithar tossed an arc of blue light toward the Rakhai. It burst overhead, and they dodged it, leaning low over their stallions and screaming as fire rained down on them.

      Glashar and Dathiem had their bows in hand, aiming for the stallions. The Rakhai put their hands out, blocking the arrows.

      Yamier and Wekin crouched at the edge of the bushes, watching the plain of grass that led toward the waters. “We can’t go any farther,” Wekin shouted in panic. “We are trapped by the sea!”

      “Keep going!” Zhane stood alone in the center of the bushes. He raised his bow, shaking his dark hair back as he let a white arrow fly.

      A lightning bolt shot across the sky as the Rakhai received their black-light swords. Red-eyed, black horses galloped across the blades as if trapped behind the steel.

      Two Monrages sprung down from their mounts with surprising agility, their black robes streaming behind them as they ran toward Eliesmore. Where is the Green Stone? The voice was in his head. Again. How? He grabbed his head as if that motion would drive the voices away. Where is the Green Stone?

      “No. Stop!” Optimistic shouted with more fear than force in his tone.

      Ellagine hurled a green light at the Monrage, giving Optimistic the freedom to run.

      Eliesmore gasped as the Rakhai’s command became stronger. For a moment, the world went black and spinning. Eliesmore struggled for breath as he tripped over a bush and went sprawling head first into the plain of grass. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see two Monrages approaching him. In a last effort, Eliesmore reached a hand over his shoulder and yanked his sword free. He swung, meeting the Monrage’s black-light-sword in a blow that jarred his arm. He bit back a cry of pain and stumbled back, crying “Nehíthermal!”

      The Iaen word had some power in it. The Monrage snarled, and Eliesmore saw a black crown growing on her head. His heart melted with fear. Before he gave into it, he jumped up and hit at the crown with his sword. The Monrage dropped her sword, and her hand came up; her fist punched his head. White light exploded as pain shot through his face, and he crumbled backward into the bushes, waiting for the spots to disappear.

      “Ìal iál, the Sea,” Dathiem cried.

      Eliesmore struggled up, noting the Monrages appeared to have left him alone. Ellagine and Optimistic were ahead of him while Zhane strode through the bushes with a sword in hand. “Eliesmore.” He reached out a hand, helping him up.

      “We can’t cross the Sea!” Yamier shouted.

      “We’re trapped,” screamed Wekin.

      “What do we do?” called Dathiem.

      “Don’t stop; just run!” Arldrine shouted back.

      Eliesmore dodged the Rakhai’s horses and sprinted for the shore, feeling them overtake him as he ran. One leaned down to grab him, and he felt a blanket of heat reach out to smother him. “Harbfigula,” the Rakhai called.

      Eliesmore recognized the word; his memory was slow to remind him he’d heard it before during his journey through the Sandg Sizge Hills. It was part of the call the Dark One sent forth, twisting his desires in a dark message. Eliesmore slowed, an odd ache settling under his bones. He turned to face the Rakhai, walking backward as their true nature was revealed. At first, he saw their white and black faces; they were gaunt as they morphed and shifted. He found himself standing in a meadow, watching as Ellagine strode toward him. Only, there were eleven of her; she was replicated. As they grew closer, he realized the Green Ladies weren't Ellagine, although they were similar in appearance. Their faces had the same curve; their noses were long and sharp while their high cheekbones and oval faces matched Ellagine’s. It was uncanny how alike they looked. It was as if someone had taken one person and copied her over and over again. Their lips were thin and trembled as they opened their mouths, gaping black holes, and began to speak. Blue eyes clouded over, turning black with slits of red amber glowing like coals while their hair changed from blonde to brown to black. Shadows appeared behind them, rising and following as they moved. Tiny white horns poked out of their heads. They were quickly covered by the black crowns that grew over the horns. An arrow flew toward Eliesmore’s heart, and even in his condition, he automatically lifted his sword, blocking it. Black-light flashed, jarring him out of the trance.

      It was Ellagine who noticed him lagging behind. “Ilidifwthien, reihtrufidil.” Her sword appeared in a flash of green, and she turned to face the Rakhai, commanding Eliesmore in the Iaen tongue.  “Eliesmore, mocteo etomoc fatverivóg govírevatfi.”

      Eliesmore ran. Behind him, the Rakhai screamed. They had slowed down when Eliesmore had stopped. Now they galloped forward at full speed; they were so fast that Eliesmore feared he would be crushed under their hooves.

      “Fatverivóg govírevatfi,” Ellagine cried.

      Her very words drove him on, but before them lay the sea. The Rakhai screamed and then spread out, heading toward the boats and cutting off those who ran toward the sea.

      “Head for the boats,” Arldrine shouted to those who had already reached the shores.

      “But the Rakhai,” Wekin protested.

      “Goidíler, relídiog, go!” ordered Idrithar, who had stopped to use his powers against the Monrages.

      “They won’t follow us into the water,” Visra reasoned as she hovered above the waves.

      “I see a boulder out in the sea; swim to it!” Glashar ordered.

      Splash after splash was heard; Glashar, Yamier, Wekin, Dathiem, and Arldrine jumped.

      The sea loomed closer to Eliesmore, yet he felt he couldn’t make it. Optimistic and Idrithar dived in. Eliesmore’s shoulder felt like it was on fire; he was having trouble breathing on account of the heat coming from the Rakhai. Ellagine and Zhane ran out into the sea and then turned to wait for him. Eliesmore ran; a Monrage reached for him, just barely touching the hood of his cloak. Eliesmore jumped into the sea. Zhane caught him, steadying him, and they swam toward the three boats.

      A cry rose up from the Rakhai, and they raised their hands, tossing balls of black-light. An explosion rippled across the sea; a wave surged, over ten feet tall, as the boats exploded. Splinters of wood shot through the air like arrows, hurling toward the company right before the wave crashed over them and black-light buried them under water.

      Eliesmore felt the fire ignite across his body, shaking him. He could not see or breathe. He struggled in the darkness; his splashing grew weaker as he kicked and fought for the surface. Even with his eyes shut, he saw the faces of the Rakhai shift from green to black. A wild dread overcame him. A dark question rose; it was a question he dared not ask. A question that had an answer he dreaded.

      A hand yanked his cloak, pulling him to the surface. His lungs burned as he coughed and spit, frantically flailing his arms. Zhane pulled him up on a boulder where his companions lay, nursing their wounds and watching their voyage to the west disintegrate.

      “How many are hurt?” Eliesmore heard Idrithar ask.

      “Yamier, Wekin, Optimistic, Arldrine, Visra, and Eliesmore,” Dathiem replied.

      “The Rakhai are still on shore,” whispered Glashar. “Their horses are rearing with anger. There they go now. Six go one way, and five go the other way. They are galloping on opposite sides of the shore.”

      “Where do we go now? What do we do?” Dathiem touched each individual, calculating the severity of their wounds.

      “The Rakhai should be going to find other means of crossing the Sea, but they will look for us,” Zhane warned.

      “If we go to Shimla, we will be safe,” Ellagine spoke up. “We must wait until sunrise. We can rest, heal, and build new boats.”

      “We will do that,” Idrithar said soberly.

      “I must set to work healing them,” said Dathiem, “for we do not want the power to set in…”

      That was the last Eliesmore heard before the blackness took him.
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      “We have to stop it from taking effect,” Dathiem said, urgency causing his voice to swell. He perched on the rock, reaching his nimble fingers to touch each of the wounded.

      Salt stung Zhane’s eyes as he watched, feeling useless. The Rakhai were gone. They were alone.

      “Idrithar. Ellagine. I need your help,” Dathiem went on.

      Zhane caught the grief in Glashar’s eyes as she realized she was useless. He saw the golden gleam hovering over her fists. Powerless.

      Ellagine reached out a hand, water dripping from her sleeve and pebbling on the rock. She placed it on Dathiem’s shoulder and took a deep breath. Green light traveled from her fingertips, thrumming into Dathiem’s body as Zhane watched. Idrithar moved to Dathiem’s right side, lifting a hand and sending currents of blue light flowing through Dathiem.

      Although he had not seen it before, Zhane understood. Ellagine and Idrithar were not gifted with healing powers, but the transfer they gave Dathiem would momentarily increase his abilities.

      Waves churned, splashing on the rock. When the tide came, they would be buried; they needed to make for the shore. Already he was thinking of the tools he needed to build boats; it would take far too long, even if they worked without stopping.

      Dathiem reached for Arldrine, laying hands on her head. She didn’t move, but her breathing became even. Zhane blinked. He watched as the quest and their fates dissolved into helplessness. They had tried, yet the east was reluctant to give them up.

      Dathiem caught Zhane’s eyes as he finished. There was a strange light on his face as the effects of the surge of power overcame him. “They will be fine. They must be fine,” he repeated as if he did not believe himself.

      Idrithar bowed his head. Ellagine collapsed on the rock, turning pale.

      “We have to go,” Glashar called. “We have to swim. We have to carry them.”

      Zhane looked to the west where the glimmer of a sunset shot across the sky. He knew with certainty that they were all going to die.
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      Year 783 (160 Years Ago). Castle Range.

      

      “You have to leave,” he told her as they walked through the woods near Werivment. “If they find out there is a child, they will suffer us no peace.”

      She leaned against a tree for support as she weighed his words. He listened to the rush of the waters where the seven rivers met as he waited. “You speak the truth,” she said at last. The words fell reluctantly from her lips, like the last leaves of fall drifting to the forest floor. “Come with me. We will start fresh.”

      “No.” He exhaled, refusing to let the fog of pleasure cloud his judgment. “They will hunt me to the ends of the world, and our child will be endangered. What if they kill it before it gains full strength? No, it must be protected.”

      Flashes of anger rippled over her face. Her eyes narrowed. “This was your plan all along. You wanted to send me and the child away. Why are you doing this?”

      Green light shimmered across her body, growing brighter in the midst of her anger. It was beautiful. Part of him wanted to rip out her heart and consume her power before she could say another word against him.

      “You know I am right.”

      “That is what infuriates me!” She growled, flinging herself at him.

      For a moment, she looked like a panther with its claws out, ready to rip him to shreds. Just as soon as her anger appeared, it dissipated, and he heard a hollow gong as the bond they’d shared evaporated.

      “Where should I take this child? This child you have determined not to love?”

      “Take her back to the Green People, and when it is time, find me.”

      “Where will you be?”

      “I will build us a kingdom our child shall rule while we continue our search for the Green Stone.”

      She studied him. “The child will be female. She will be strong. She will be powerful.”

      He caught glimpses of the future as she touched his face.

      “Blood of my blood. What should we name her?”

      He waited—giving her time to give him a name, hoping she would reveal hers, knowing she never would. Instead, she would walk away with his child and the secrets in her journal locked in her mind.

      “She will be called Magdela.”

      “Magdela,” he echoed.
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      Fields of clover. Hues of burnt orange. Cinnamon apples. Pungent flavors cut through the light tang in the air: a blend of tart sorrow and sweet hope.

      “Ellagine.” Eliesmore’s sleep-smeared voice punched her thoughts.

      She angled her body toward him, leaning on one arm as a smile caressed her cheeks. “Eliesmore.” She enjoyed the way the syllables of his name sounded on her tongue; she almost said it again, but she checked herself. “How are you feeling?”

      He rubbed his eyes and suppressed a yawn with his hand as his brow wrinkled in confusion. “Where are we? What happened?”

      His green eyes darted across the glade as if he expected the Rakhai to sweep in and murder them where they sat. She almost laughed at the absurd thought.

      “We are in Rashla, in Shimla. After the attack,” she felt fury rising up at the mere thought, “we came here. I thought this place did not exist anymore. It does, and we are safe. For the time being.”

      “Oh.” Eliesmore reached for his Jeweled Sword, laying it across his lap as if it would protect him.

      “There is nothing to fear.” Ellagine wanted to reach out and comfort him, yet a thought stayed her hand. “You were wounded; most of us were in some way. We came here to heal and build boats. Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem have been working night and day since we arrived. We lost everything on the shore; this time we will be prepared.”

      He relaxed, his finger running over the jewels on his sword's hilt. “Are the others safe?”

      Ellagine pointed north. “A river lies that way; that is where the boats are being built. You’ll find Optimistic, Arldrine, Yamier, and Wekin there from time to time. They work in shifts, either building or hunting. Yamier will cook for us later; you must be hungry.”

      “A little,” he agreed. “What about you?”

      His wide, emerald eyes met hers. She gave him a warm smile, watching the shades of green reflected in his gaze. Did he know his eyes matched the Green Stone? Did he know he was a Jeweled One? “What about me?”

      “How are you?”

      Ellagine recoiled, unable to keep the surprise from her face. It was the first time Eliesmore had asked her a personal question. She found herself unsure how to react. “I slept. I healed. See?” Reaching out her arm, she let the green light shimmer and ripple across it.

      Eliesmore did not seem impressed. His eyes returned to her face. “I was thinking; I don’t know very much about you.”

      This time Ellagine threw back her head and laughed. “Eliesmore, what a thing to say. What do you mean?”

      His face flushed, and his ears turned a bright pink. “I mean.” He stumbled over words. “I know. Of course, I know. I just. I meant. I don’t know anything about your life before this. Aside from traveling to the fortress, what did you do? What was it like growing up in Shimla?”

      Ellagine felt her guard come up, and her expression grew flat and passive. Why should he be curious about her past, her history, and her story? Especially now? Did the Rakhai say something to alert him? She kept the smile on her face, hoping he would not notice her inner stillness. “You know what it was like to sing and dance with the creatures of the wood. It was like that.”

      He shrugged, fidgeting with his sword. “Yes, I recall those glorious nights. What of your family? I had my mother. Who did you have?”

      “I had…” She stopped, meeting Eliesmore’s inquisitive gaze. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

      “Remember what?”

      “It is no matter. Here. Have some mocholeach as you go down to the waterfall. The others will be glad to find you awake.”

      “Mocholeach?” Eliesmore accepted the leaf and nibbled at the edges. “Isn’t this the legendary plant the Five Warriors stole?”

      Ellagine stood, smoothing her dress and enjoying the weight of her long hair as it warmed her back. “When the Green People migrated to the South World, they replanted the gardens of old. I believe this is the only place where mocholeach, among other rare plants, can be found.”

      Eliesmore walked beside her; he was full of questions as they headed to a path in the bright wood. “Are the rare plants the reason why you thought this place did not exist?”

      “When my parents were banished, they lived beyond the waterfall. I thought…” She brushed the memories away. “Never mind, Eliesmore. I have many tales for your ears when you are older.”

      “I don’t like it when you keep things from me,” he muttered.

      She almost laughed at his stubbornness.

      The woods ended in the middle of a hill that had green shoots and mud rolling into a river. A waterfall thundered down the side of a mountain, creating the riverbed, which swelled with pride before it relaxed and turned into a gentle creek as it threaded its way through the land. Sapling trees and gray boulders lined the river that was scattered with leaves and rocks. Schools of silver fish wiggled through the water; their clusters were only broken by exotic goldfish. On the shore sat three boats made out of brown birch. Idrithar and Zhane were sanding down one while Dathiem and Arldrine worked on another. Wekin was carving a third while Yamier and Optimistic helped.

      “Oh.” Eliesmore reached out, his hand brushing her bare arm. “It is wondrous.”

      Ellagine shivered at the slight contact; she took a step away from him.  “This land is untouched as if evil did not exist. I’d thought everything had been ruined when the Rakhai swept through. Now it seems there is something left. Eliesmore, when you complete your quest, the world shall rejoice.”

      Eliesmore grew quiet, chewing his lip. She could see that his inner thoughts were at war with each other. At times, she questioned whether he was as invested in his quest as she was or as they all were. He had the least to lose and the most to gain, yet he treated it as a duty. He had never been excited to be the One; he did not desire it, unlike some. She supposed that was why it was him. Although he was a Blended One, he was pure. There was a reason he had grown up away from other White Steeds and away from the fortress. He was lonely on the edge of Shimla. She could only hope it would be the reason why he stayed and not his undoing.

      “Eliesmore!” Wekin had seen them and was waving. A knife glinted in his careless hands. “You’re awake; come join us. We have much to tell you.”

      Wekin inevitably had too much to say. Ellagine touched Eliesmore’s shoulder to draw his attention back to her. “Find me when you are tired of working. I will teach you more languages. Time is of the essence. Once the boats are complete, we will drift into the west.”

      Eliesmore gave her a quick nod as he headed down the hill. She watched him go, pausing to consider whether she should have told him more. Visra and Glashar were missing from present company; she could only hope they were gathering instead of fighting.
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      Arldrine crouched by the falls, watching the tiny birds flit in and out of a small pool. They cleaned their feathers as they scolded each other. A bluebird, twice the size of the smaller birds, landed on a rock. Arldrine laughed, allowing the mist from the water to splash her face. She missed the vibrant life of nature, and in Rashla, there was an almost playful air to the land. It was easy to believe death and destruction could not touch it, much like the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry.

      “Arldrine?”

      She turned with a smile on her lips as Zhane walked up behind her. “Zhane,” she welcomed him. She looked calm, although her eyes narrowed slightly. She felt torn whenever she looked at Zhane: part of her wanted to move past the confines of friendship, yet another part of her was terrified. She’d spent years in the forests of Truemonix, hoping she’d find her people again. It would only be right to mate with an Ezinck and bring back the line of forest dwellers. A line she worried would be lost forever. “What do you think?” She pointed to the white trees growing along the shore.

      Zhane reached out, running the palms of his hands over the white wood.

      “For oars,” Arldrine continued, standing to join him. “Wekin wants to carve designs on them if we have enough time.”

      Zhane nodded, lifting his blade to strip the tree. “We should; it will not take long to fashion these into oars. Two or three for each boat should be plenty. I did not come to speak to you regarding oars though.”

      “No?” Arldrine prodded him, her smile dropping away. “Speak, Zhane. What is on your mind? I am always happy to listen to you.”

      “Listen, I heard a tale that you are going to search for mankind in the Cascade Mountains. They might be another army to aid the White Steeds when we take back the South World.”

      Arldrine put her hands on her hips. “You’ve been talking with Dathiem.”

      “I hope you do not mind,” Zhane offered. “Dathiem and I come from the west. I would warn you not to seek help there; the Tiders of the mounts are ruthless, as are the people groups who live in the foothills and onward. To seek help there would be to needlessly endanger your life.”

      Arldrine frowned. “Zhane, everything we do threatens our lives. This quest is beset with obstacles; we are delayed time and time again. We have to take aggressive action to save our world.”

      “Not at the risk of your life.” Zhane reached up, stripping a branch from the tree. Shavings of white rained down, sprinkling his dark head. He had tied his hair back from his face, yet strands sprang loose as he worked. Arldrine paused, watching him and admiring the strength in his arms. He had a broad chest and big arms from swinging his sword.

      “Zhane.” She felt something in her heart as she looked at him. Something that was shut, closed, and locked tight was beginning to open. She reached out a hand as if to touch him. “Our lives have been forfeit since the moment we began this quest.”

      “No.” He dropped a branch onto a pile of white wood. “Arldrine, sit down. I will tell you a story.”

      Arldrine dropped her arms and reluctantly sat down across from Zhane. His eyes were dark and protective.

      “I mean well,” he began, “but the past has been difficult.” His jaw was set as he gazed at the waterfall before meeting her eyes. “There is a clan of shifters in the mountains where I grew up called the Therian. They possess the unique ability to transform into talking animals, and they rule the land and air. Rumor has it there was a time when Magdela the Monrage walked in their midst, teaching them the ways of the Great-Black-Evil, and that land has not been the same since then. The Therian hunt anyone who cannot shift, using both people and animals as a life force. Only the strongest survive. It took Dathiem and me years to escape their lands; we saw many of our family members torn to shreds. There is no reasoning with the Therian. They are wild, vicious, and loyal to no one. It is because of them I implore you not to seek mankind in the mountains; the west is evil. I know you can take care of yourself, but the east is safe compared to the west.”

      “The Therian,” Arldrine repeated, seeing the pain in Zhane’s eyes. She reached out a hand to touch his. “I’m sorry; I did not know.”

      “It's nothing to apologize for; you know many things, yet there are still mysteries of the world hidden from us. I want you to be aware. There is safety in numbers.”

      Arldrine considered his warning, studying his face. A brief glimmer caught her attention, and she dropped her eyes, looking to where their hands met. For a moment, she thought she saw a white flash. She yanked her hand away with her pulse racing.

      He smiled at her, diffusing the tension from his words. “What’s wrong?”

      “I thought…I saw…” She glanced down again. “It was nothing. It was just white wood. I appreciate your warning, Zhane.” She stood, reaching for the branches they’d cut. “But our focus is this quest. We have to do what is best for the world, not only ourselves.”

      “True,” Zhane agreed. He reached out a hand, tucking her hair behind her ear, his fingertips unintentionally brushing her cheek. “We have a responsibility to each other first. Arldrine, you should know I care about you. If anything were to happen to you, I don’t know what I would do.”

      “Zhane,” Arldrine scolded, although her heart felt warmed by his words. “Nothing is going to happen to me.”
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      Dathiem took a long drink from his flask, relishing the warmth spreading across his tongue. It was almost empty. While he knew he should save some of the liquid, his desire for it overcame his patience.

      “What are you drinking?”

      He jerked, almost spilling the precious drops.

      Glashar kneeled a few paces away from him, picking medicinal herbs. A crown of green leaves was weaved through her loose golden hair, which was the same color as sunlight. He wiped his mouth, cursing under his breath. He hadn’t noticed she was there.

      “A draught from the fortress,” he admitted. “The best wines come in from Oceantic and mellow in the barrels. There are rich, dark flavors with oak, even you would enjoy the fine taste.”

      “Dark flavors?” Glashar repeated, lifting her face up to him. “My palette enjoys sweeter, lighter undertones when it comes to wine.”

      “Our tastes are quite different.” He tucked away the flask. Her aura was intoxicating. Every time they were alone, he felt he was on the verge of losing control. The way she looked at him—a mix of eagerness, honest admiration, and lust—did not help. The distraction from the realities of their quest and the vague evil pressing into his consciousness served as a welcome respite.

      “May I have a taste?” Her pink lips curved up into a seductive smile.

      Catching the double meaning behind her words, he weighed the cost again. The love between a mortal and immortal was forbidden. While the blend between the people groups was frowned upon, copulating with the immortals was not only unwise, but it was also treacherous. He would lose his soul if he went down this path. His eyes roamed back over Glashar’s heart-shaped face, committing to memory the way her large eyes welcomed him and the graceful arch of her limbs. He walked toward her, anticipation hastening his movements. He could hear the faint spray of the waterfall as it clashed against the rocks while a pulse of life whispered through the trees. Why should he hold back? The west would be the ruin of the Green Company; he should act while he had the time.

      Glashar waited for his answer. Her eyelids dropped when she discerned none was forthcoming.

      The light struck her long lashes, and the breeze tussled her silken garb, giving him further flashes of bare skin. He licked his lips, tasting elderberries in the air or perhaps the aftertaste from the elixir he drank.

      White flower petals exploded in the wind, their fragile leaves spinning and curling over Glashar’s head as she moved to her feet. He came up behind her; his breath was heavy as he leaned down to whisper in her ear. She was quite small, reminding him of a fledging bird that was ready to take flight if capture was foreseen.

      “You are beautiful,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her waist.

      His fingers caressed her hips on their journey to the core of her body, stroking, teasing, and memorizing. She felt warm against him as he nibbled her ear, fingers tracing the swell of her breasts and pausing as her nipples grew hard from arousal. Her arms came up as she arched her back, rolling her head into his shoulder.

      “Kiss me,” she begged, pushing against him and demanding more.

      His breath tickled her neck, watching the veins pulse in anticipation. “No.” He stroked her golden hair off her neck, leaving it vulnerable and open to his attentions. “Once I start, I won’t be able to stop.”

      Fingers closed over his hand, her touch sending waves of electric shock ripping through his body. She slid his hand down her waist, guiding it past her belly. “Please.”

      He froze. The moment of indecision was gone. In one move, he spun her to face him, studying the wanton expression on her face. Her eyes were dark, and her nostrils flared as she struggled for breath. Her mouth was half open, waiting.

      Lifting her in his arms, he felt her legs wrap around his waist. One hand cupped the curves of her bottom as he walked forward, pressing her back into the trunk of a tree. She squirmed under his touch, pressing herself against his fingers, as her body pleaded for more.

      Her fingers wound through his long hair, pulling his face closer to hers. There was a moment before they crossed over into the throes of passion when he met her eyes. His lips grazed hers when he spoke. “Is this what you want?”

      It was not too late. They were still two people. A mortal. An immortal. Separate. Distinct. If they did this, everything would change.

      When their lips met in soft, tender exploration, bliss exploded around him. The past and future ceased to exist, leaving nothing but the intoxicating moment as their tongues explored each other’s mouths. At first, it was cautious as they felt each other, yet the politeness drifted away as the desire for more took over. Seconds blurred into minutes as they kissed. Her nose bumped into his cheek, and her teeth nibbled his lips. His tongue tasted the hazy gold as a heady fragrance consumed them. He couldn’t tell at what point they fell, yet suddenly they were sprawled out in the fields with their clothes tossed in a heap. He found himself stroking her porcelain skin, determined to enjoy every inch of it. She cried out as she pressed harder, bucking into him. A hand came up to touch his cheeks and trace the line of his mouth before it captured his lips again. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly as if the simple act could fuse them together for eternity.

      Later, they lay in the field as darkness fell and the stars twinkled high above. They shared their secrets, one to the other. She lay on top of him, breathing shallowly with her face nuzzled into his neck. Her hand rested on his chest. Sighs of contentment escaped her lips as he stroked her bare back. Now and again, when he had the strength, he kissed her head. “I don’t want anything but you,” he murmured.

      In the distance, the sound of the waters had stopped. Instead, he could hear the stars exclaiming in soft wonder. A song was birthed into the night. It rushed over him: a multitude of melodies sung for the first time. They matched the rhythm of his heart. As he pulled her closer against him, he found, for the first time, he felt complete.
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      “A storm will come, we have seven days,” Ellagine said to Idrithar as the company walked toward the river.

      “Load the boats,” Idrithar ordered. “We leave now.”

      “Has anyone seen Dathiem and Glashar? I can’t find them.” Arldrine pushed the boats, one by one, into the river. She gave the waterfall a quick glance as she worked, as if it would answer her question.

      Visra gave a high-pitched, screeching laugh. “Let’s leave them behind.”

      “Visra,” Arldrine scolded her.

      “Do we have to leave today?” Wekin groaned, dragging his pack across the ground. “I wanted to go on one last hunt for bacon. Do they even have bacon in the west?”

      “Wekin, spare us your laments regarding food,” Idrithar warned him. “If you would like to return to the fortress, the Mermis will prepare a meal fit for a hero.”

      “Never,” Wekin replied. “They are beautiful but boring; they don’t believe in excitement the way us Crons do.”

      Yamier nodded in agreement. “After all of this traveling, how could we return to living in the fortress?”

      “Ah, look,” Optimistic interrupted. “Here they come.”

      Dathiem and Glashar strode down the hillside as if they had been with the company all along. Their faces were slightly flushed, and Dathiem lagged behind.

      “Where have you been?” Wekin shouted to them. “We haven’t seen you for days.”

      “We were picking herbs by the waterfalls.” Glashar lifted a pouch bursting with greenery as if there were nothing to it.

      “Just in time,” Idrithar noted. “We follow the river to the Jaded Sea. At times, it may be shallow, and we’ll have to carry the boats. We aim to reach the sea by midday.”

      “Carry the boats?” Wekin leaned over to Yamier, putting a hand over his mouth to keep from being heard by Idrithar. “Did you hear Yamier? We have to carry the boats, oars, our heavy packs, the clothes on our backs, and ourselves? This is sure to bring dehydration.”

      Eliesmore sighed as he walked beside Optimistic, reluctant to leave the hidden beauties of Rashla. Although their journey had been delayed two weeks, he found himself wondering if it were possible to delay even further. They’d had the chance to enjoy full bellies each night; thanks to Yamier’s cooking and the bounty the land provided. Eliesmore had the opportunity to increase his skill with the blade each day, practicing with Zhane when he took a break from building the boats. He’d finally had the time to learn more languages and lore from Ellagine, although he began to suspect she had more to tell him. Idrithar often joined their sessions, leaving them little time to talk alone.

      The morning heat began to grow as they trudged along the river. Sometimes they walked in it. Other times, they carried the boats over small stints of grasslands. As Idrithar said, they reached the Jaded Sea by midday, and Eliesmore felt his heart swell and lift as he watched the great waves on the shore.

      “The boats seem so small,” he remarked to Optimistic.

      “Yes, we will make it nonetheless.” Optimistic smiled, a light in his eyes as he watched the waves. “I look forward to our crossing; there is something about the sea that calls to me.”

      “How shall we ride?” Wekin called, climbing into a boat and rocking back and forth in it with glee.

      “I will lead with Optimistic and Eliesmore.” Idrithar motioned to them to join him. “It might be necessary to separate Yamier and Wekin…”

      “I won’t hear of it,” Wekin interrupted indignantly while Yamier stared with his mouth wide open at the nerve of Idrithar to suggest such a thing.

      Idrithar pinched the bridge of his nose, weary from Wekin’s demands. “Very well then. Zhane and Dathiem can take Yamier and Wekin. Arldrine with Glashar and Ellagine. Visra?”

      “I’ll fly,” she announced, sticking out her tongue at Glashar.

      Glashar tilted her head away, crossing her arms and refusing to rise to Visra’s bait.

      “When you grow tired, join us,” Optimistic told Visra.

      Eliesmore frowned. Although Visra had done nothing to upset him as of late, he preferred not to be in close proximity to her. Particularly in a boat where they could not escape each other.

      “Optimistic. My hero.” Visra snickered, winking at him. She spread her wings and flew out over the waves, shouting back to them.  “I’ll scout ahead.”

      “How long will it take to cross?” Eliesmore asked Idrithar as they climbed into the oblong boat. The dark bark stood out above the green waves. Eliesmore noted the symbols Wekin had carved into each leaf-shaped oar.

      “We take the current leading down toward Sanga Sang,” Idrithar explained. “With luck, it will take us only five days, more or less. Without the current, it would take us closer to two weeks.”

      “Weeks.” Optimistic gave a low whistle, dipping his fingers into the water. “It is lucky we have the current.”

      Idrithar gave a sharp nod. “It is farther west than I would prefer. We will have to cross the mountains; that was something I was hoping to avoid.”

      “Mountains,” Eliesmore whispered, enthralled.

      The first day was calm. Eliesmore felt something akin to terror as the shore disappeared from view and he found himself surrounded by bright waters. Idrithar rowed, Optimistic hummed, and every now and then, Yamier and Wekin waved. They shouted and listened to their voices echo across the waters.

      On the second day, they saw shapes in the distance, covered by mist. “Is that land?” Eliesmore pointed.

      “Those are the great rocks that mark the beginning of the current,” Idrithar answered. “Hold tight; this will be a rough ride.”

      “Aye!” Visra shouted from the top of one of the rocks; her form was little more than a dark blur. “I’ve been here since yesterday. What is taking you so long?”

      Eliesmore clutched the sides of the boat as they moved in between the rocks, casting the boat into shadow. A vague roar sounded in the deep. One moment they were upright; the next, the tip of the boat pitched forward into the waves. Icy, cold water sprayed over them, causing Eliesmore to shout in surprise. He wiped it from his face with a wet hand only to find Idrithar and Optimistic both laughing.

      “This is delightful.” Optimistic leaned forward, a grin splitting his face in anticipation for the next wave.

      “Pull the oars in,” Idrithar shouted. “Let the current take us!”

      Eliesmore could hear shouts of glee from the other boats, although the crash of the waves and the mist kept the possessors of those voices from being seen. The water slapped against the side of the boat, rocking them back and forth before spinning them in circles. Dizzy with heady elation, Eliesmore felt the tug of the Cron within him: the drive for adventure and the thrill of the unknown. Fear was pushed away as they spun through the waters. The current sped up until Eliesmore wondered if this was how it felt to fly.

      Much later, when darkness fell, he heard his companions singing a boisterous, thumping song with a beat driven by the waves. Yamier and Wekin started it, and then Optimistic and Arldrine joined in. Finally, Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem added their lower voices until Eliesmore felt like stomping his feet and clapping his hands. This was what freedom felt like. This is what all people groups should have the opportunity to experience.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliesmore woke to a scream. He jerked up, causing the boat to rock. “What’s that?” he whispered in the pure darkness.

      “Hush.” Eliesmore could just make out the motion of Idrithar putting a finger to his lips.

      There was a splash. “Visra, let go of me,” Glashar screamed.

      A strangled choke of rage echoed over the waters. “It’s not fair,” Visra screeched.

      More splashing.

      “What are you talking about?” Glashar snorted.

      “You took everything from me, and now you think you deserve the right to be happy? It’s unfair. You should die for what you have done,” Visra screamed. There were tears in her voice. There was a great splash as if her hand struck against the water.

      “Glashar. Visra.” Ellagine hissed, her green aura lighting up the night.

      Visra continued to scream, her voice drowning out Ellagine’s. “You have to pay. There are consequences for your actions.”

      “You were wrong,” Glashar shot back. “Don’t you remember what you did? You got caught, and now you have to live with yourself. You were punished. You were forgiven. Let me go!”

      In the green light, Eliesmore could see the two Idrains floating in the water, twisted together like seaweed as they spat and pulled each other under water in turn. Ellagine was attempting to paddle toward them, but the drag of the current was too strong.

      “It’s unfair!” Visra repeated. “You broke the law; you can’t get away with it.”

      “Coili. Hititer retítíh,” Ellagine demanded in Iaen.

      Visra’s fists came up, slapping the water as she addressed Ellagine. “She ruined me. She judged me and took everything. How come she gets away with breaking the law?”

      “Stop blaming me for your actions.” Glashar splashed a wave of water in Visra’s face. “You were out there killing people for no reason; you were headed down a dark path. Live with your actions, and stop forcing everyone to feel sorry for you.”

      “That’s not what this is about.” Visra growled, launching herself toward Glashar’s neck. “You are breaking the law right now. Ellagine! Someone has to punish her!”

      “Don’t you get it?” Ellagine’s voice was stern as she rose in the boat; she looked like a green statue with waves of light rolling off her stately body. “There is no law. There is no counsel nor counselors. The Idrains are gone, and the Green People are gone. There is no one left to bring judgment on our actions. Let this feud go; you are bringing nothing but pain for all of us. It doesn’t matter who’s wrong or who’s right. It is over.”

      Ellagine’s words boomed through the air with finality. Arldrine leaned over the edge of the boat, reaching for Glashar, who was spinning down the current. Visra climbed out of the water like it was a bed. Her wings flapped dejectedly as she sobbed.

      Eliesmore recoiled in terror when he saw she was heading toward their boat. She collapsed in a wet heap on top of Optimistic. “It’s so unfair. I will steal her happiness. I will make her pay,” she muttered darkly.

      “Visra.” Optimistic’s voice was full of concern. “What’s wrong. This outburst isn’t like you. Is Glashar the only reason? Is there something else?”

      Visra wiped her face and sniffled. She curled up in the bottom of the boat and dropped her head into Optimistic’s lap. He rubbed her back until her sniffles drifted away and she lay still.

      “I feel terrible,” Eliesmore admitted. The green glow in the other boat was gone; a stunned silence covered the sea. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “A word of advice.” Idrithar’s velvet voice covered the air like a blanket. “Stay out of it. The more opinions there are, the worse it will be. Two hundred years ago, the Green People brought civilization and laid down the law for the Idrains. They were organized with leadership, councils, rules, and punishments. Ellagine is right. There is no one to take this grievance before. If there were, perhaps her powers would be returned. It is likely Visra discovered something about her past and Glashar’s future while we were in Rashla.” Idrithar paused for a moment. “The bond between mortals and immortals has always been forbidden. After the rise of Magdela the Monrage, the Green People and Idrains shut out all contact with mortals. The world is much different, and it is hard for them to adjust.”

      Eliesmore nodded, forgetting Idrithar was unable to see him in the dark. He felt the tension ripple across the water as he considered the words. The bond between a mortal and immortal was forbidden. He looked out and found his eyes seeking the green light. But it was gone.
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      On the sixth day at sea, a hint of a shadow appeared in the distance. Visra flew ahead and returned shortly, buzzing above them. “Land ho!”

      “Were there any signs of the Rakhai?” Idrithar asked.

      “No.” Visra spun around, crouching on the boat behind Idrithar. She leaned forward. “There is something else out there.”

      She had snapped back to her usual terrifying self after her odd outburst.

      Eliesmore watched as the shadows blurred into trees, trees became a forest, and the sea curved into a cove. As they rowed toward the shore, Eliesmore could feel the oppression hanging heavy in the air. The air was thick, hot, and humid as he pulled his pack on his back, fastened his sword around his waist, and slogged through the water to the muddy bank. Arldrine and Visra pushed the boats back out to sea, letting their last connection to the east fade.

      “Secrecy and silence will be our ally. Come.” Idrithar led the way.

      They ran through the trees into a wide plain of brown grass. The dark rot of iron and burning flesh defiled the air. The pending storm hung over them like the edge of a knife, driving them into a frantic run. They could all feel it now: the fingers of death stretched over the land. Eliesmore felt each breath would smolder him; his back was wet with sweat within minutes.

      At one point, a dense fog covered the sky, and a loud buzzing distracted them.

      “Don’t look,” Optimistic whispered, pushing Eliesmore away from the west.

      His eyes were drawn to it instead. He saw a bloated body lying in the grass with a mass of flies covering it. He scurried forward; his mind refusing to process what he had just seen.

      A lone oak tree stood ahead; its thick branches were stripped of leaves. At first, Eliesmore thought great birds were on its branches, but as they drew nearer, he could see bodies strung up with rope around their necks while their clothes hung in tatters. It was evident that the vultures of the air had pecked away at them, stealing their eyes first and then eating their faces. Eliesmore blinked, feeling his eyes water at the horror of it. He knew what had happened to them as plainly as if he were there. These people had resisted until they were flogged and hung. They were kept alive until the sun and the wildlife did them in. His stomach turned. His fists clenched.

      Zhane came toward him, holding out a cloth. “The air is foul; cover your face and keep your head down.”

      Eliesmore watched the others wrap the cloths around their noses and mouths, leaving only their eyes. They moved through the wasteland.

      “Who did this?” Eliesmore demanded, jogging to catch up with Idrithar. “Who is responsible?”

      Idrithar pulled his mask down. In the distance, Eliesmore heard the neigh of a horse, and he jumped.

      “It is the Dark Figure, the third Changer.” Idrithar pointed west. “The Dark Figure resides in Silversliversidell. Sidell. He roams from village to village. He seeks power and wants to set an example for the people groups by creating fear and death.”

      “We think he is the head of the three Changers,” Ellagine offered, walking on the other side of Idrithar.

      Eliesmore noticed the company was grouped together like a herd. Yamier and Wekin kept bumping into each other as they walked, beads of sweat dripping down their faces.

      “I thought the Dark One in Daygone was the most powerful.” Eliesmore raised his eyebrows; his preconceptions once again collapsed on themselves.

      “You must be careful with your assumptions,” Idrithar chastised him. “Assume nothing. Believe nothing. Changers are malicious and unpredictable. While they may act together to prevent the power of the Green Stone from being unleashed, they likely have their own plans for the fate of the world. You might ask yourself why the Dark Three are not at the Constel Heights, waiting for us.”

      “Why?” Eliesmore asked.

      “Why indeed.” Idrithar dropped the topic, leaving Ellagine to continue.

      “You have to think bigger, Eliesmore.” Ellagine looked down at him, allowing him to see the concern in her blue eyes. “You have to think the way they do. If you had a plan to rule the world, to destroy it, and to escape from it, what would you do?”

      Eliesmore closed his mouth and pulled the handkerchief up over his nose and mouth. He considered their words. After a short time, night fell, adding to the gloom of the air.

      “Shall we stop now?” asked Wekin as he trotted along as fast as he could behind the others.

      “No. I am reluctant to stop on this wide plain.” Idrithar shook his head. “We press on.”

      The neigh of horses sounded again. Closer.

      Eliesmore waited for the cold prick of fear to capture his heart as the thud of galloping horses grew closer. His jaw set. He clenched his fists, allowing a wave of fury to wash over him. He understood Visra’s demand and her cry over unfairness. This was their world, to be terrorized and driven from their land was not right.

      “Halt,” Idrithar called, turning around and brushing past them to go back.

      “What are you doing?” Wekin cried.

      Dark shapes raced toward them, slowing down as they approached. “Fastshed?” Idrithar held up a ball of blue light, displaying their path.

      “You’re late.” Fastshed trotted up to Idrithar.

      “The Rakhai delayed us.” Idrithar glanced over the herd of nine. The expectation on his face turned into a question.

      Eliesmore squinted. It was hard to tell in the dim light or if the horses were gray instead of white.

      “The Dark Figure moves in Sidell,” Fastshed admitted. “We should run.”

      “It would be best if we can reach the mountains in four days and pass into the Torrents Towers,” Idrithar agreed. “Let’s go with all speed.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They fled through the barren prairie that was dotted with clouds of darkness and rotting bodies. Sunrises and sunsets faded, blood red and deep orange in shaded light. The horses ran all day and most of the night. Their flanks were coated with mud and sweat when they stopped. Eliesmore’s suspicions were confirmed in the vague light; the horses were turning gray. The uneven light played tricks on his eyes. At times, it seemed he rode on a great black stallion through a river of blood. Other times, the Jaded Sea overflowed, and he saw a wave rise like the hand of a giant, surging forward to bury him in the ground. He grasped his amulet from Ellagine, the light of Shalidir, and rubbed it between his fingers as if it could protect them.

      Idrithar repeatedly asked Fastshed to stay toward the sea, yet the horses ran inland despite his goading. Each day at midday, they would pause to eat mocholeach and reset the direction they ran in. Each night, the horses would follow their noses, fleeing from doom. Confirming the horses’ terror, the company began to hear howls and cries behind them. The Rakhai were on their trail, bringing the storm with them.

      The wind picked up, blowing against them. The heavens grew dark while black smoke blew across the western sky. A thick heat was in the air, forcing Eliesmore’s eyes to stream. The horses did not appear to notice. They drove forward as if they could not stop. An explosion echoed across the meadow, shaking the ground. Eliesmore felt the tremors even as he rode on Flywinger. His eyes were drawn westward to the source as a ball of red fire lit up the sky for brief seconds. Screams erupted. Even though he was sweating hard, goosebumps broke out on his arms, and he felt chilled to the core.

      A clap of thunder made him jump before the clouds opened, and the rain poured down: the tears of the Four Worlds as its destruction continued. Eliesmore could just hear Idrithar's shout, yet his words came muffled through the storm. Eliesmore pulled his hood over his eyes, keeping the rain from his skin. It rolled and bounced off of Flywinger.

      The wind slapped against his shoulders like a threat. Its voice screamed accusations at him. He was too slow. Too late. The west had fallen. The South World was falling. How arrogant he must be to assume he could stop the Changers. The dark side of creation. He played with powers much greater and much stronger than him. How could he expect to confront them and succeed?

      Hours passed. The night turned into day. Day turned into night. Fear drove Fastshed and company. A hail storm broke out; the rain turning into white pellets that slapped against them and created small bruises on their skin. Eliesmore kept his head down, although the wind threatened to blow him off Flywinger. A dark presence made itself known, following behind them like wild lions hunting.

      Eliesmore looked back. A black cloud of malice raced toward them, moving through the storm as if it controlled it. Three of the Rakhai were directly behind them. Black crowns grew on their heads. The crowns’ points twisted like tentacles that were growing, stretching, and reaching for him.

      Ahead, a clump of trees grew; they were bent over in the wind. If they had voices, they would be wailing under the brutality of the storm. The horses surged forward, even though they were nearing the end of their strength.

      A wave of blackness overcame Eliesmore. He opened his eyes and saw nothing. Then spots of lights blinked in front of him. Numbness worked its way through his body, controlling him and making his movement sluggish. Iron determination faded, and insecurities rose. He sank into darkness, waiting for the blade to pierce his heart and waiting for the hammer to fall. The dark power of the Rakhai surrounded him until he was drowning in it.

      Hours of agony passed as the Rakhai hemmed them in, forcing the horses to run northwest. Eliesmore knew this time they would not escape. This time the Rakhai would not run away. This time the Rakhai would lead them to their doom and bury them.

      A black hill appeared in front of them. It was surrounded by a cluster of trees; their forms were twisted and ancient. Fastshed and company ran for the hill as the Monrages closed in on them, hurling balls of black light at the churning hooves of the horses. Eliesmore squeezed his eyes shut, giving in to fear. A moment later the rain stopped.

      Eliesmore opened his eyes, gasping for air. He sat upright on Flywinger’s back inside a cave. Outside the rain, wind, and hail continued to rage while balls of black light bounced away from the entrance.

      Idrithar was the first to dismount, casting a blue aura across the cave. He moved toward the entrance, ready to defend the company even though the Rakhai were retreating.

      “We are safe from the Rakhai for the time being,” Zhane called. “They will not enter here. Nourish and rest yourselves.”

      Eliesmore stroked Flywinger’s heaving sides as he dismounted. He saw Dathiem swing down from his mount, pulling Glashar down beside him. She clung to him as he spoke to the horse, whispering words of comfort.

      “Where are we?” Wekin demanded, tossing back his hood and opening his pack.

      “I don’t think I want to know,” Yamier shook his head, eyeing the back of the cave.

      The stone walls sloped downwards, clearly marking the back of the cave.

      “We need to leave.” Glashar’s tone was flat. “It is better to be out there with the Rakhai than here. This is a trap.”

      “We are in the Cave of Disappearance, aren’t we?” Arldrine looked from Zhane to Idrithar, seeking confirmation.

      “Yes.” Zhane hung his head. “Glashar is right. We need to leave. Idrithar?”

      Idrithar turned from the entrance to face them. “It is too late.”

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to protest but sat back stunned when he saw what the blue light revealed. The entrance of the cave was gone. Even though they could hear the storm raging around them, stone covered the exit. “Oh.” A hush drifted through the company.

      Idrithar lifted his hands to reassure them. “Do as Zhane bade you. Sleep. Rest. We have escaped from here before. We shall do so again.”

      Exhaustion set in as Eliesmore lay back, using his pack as a pillow. He exchanged a quick glance with Optimistic, who shrugged before lying down beside him. A female sang in his dreams; her voice was high and full of longing. A deep sadness overtook his heart.  She stood alone on a dark plain with long, light hair trailing to her waist. Great wings were folded on her back, and she buried her face in her hands as she lamented. A pillar of green light spread from her body in four directions. North. South. East. West. Twelve figures rose out of darkness, moving to overtake her. Just before they swallowed her in darkness, she lifted her hands; her eyes met Eliesmore’s. I damned myself for you. Save them.

      Tap. Scratch. Tap. Tap. Scratch. Eliesmore opened his eyes. The scratching sound continued as he stood, shrugging his pack onto his back. “Where are the horses?” His voice came out hoarse with fear.

      “They have been taken.” Zhane faced the back of the cave with an arrow in his bow. “There is trouble.”

      Arldrine moved to Yamier and Wekin, shaking them awake. “Get your weapons; the cave is shifting.”

      Optimistic moved beside Eliesmore; he turned his head, hoping to catch sight of Ellagine. Before he was able to see her, the back wall of the cave opened. Eliesmore did not see how it happened. One moment there was stone; the next, it was gone, revealing Fastshed and company. They reared up, screaming in terror, and dashed out toward the Green Company, almost running them over in a panic. Eliesmore threw himself against the wall to avoid being hit by the hooves. As he did, he saw something else move in the darkness. A boulder uncurled itself and rose; it was ten feet tall. Round arms and legs sprang up, gyrating against the body of the creature. On top, it had a bald head with two dark openings for eyes, gaping sockets, and a jagged mouth that was frozen half open and half closed.

      “Ìal iál, bálangers!” Arldrine cried, springing to one side and fitting an arrow into her bow.

      “Bálangers, we can do nothing. Run!” Idrithar shouted.

      “Which way?” cried Yamier.

      A second bálanger uncurled itself and moved toward the company. A third picked up a rock and threw it. It cracked and smashed as it rolled into the midst of the Green Company, effectively splitting them in half.

      “Run!” shouted Ellagine.

      “To the back! To the back!” Dathiem called.

      “Lead Eliesmore!” Idrithar commanded.

      Eliesmore ran, his heart thudding within him. He heard the cries of the horses, the shouts of his friends, and the noise of the stone bálangers pounding throughout the cave floor. Shaking off his fears, he drew his sword. A fourth bálanger leaped in front of him, and Eliesmore dived, rolling on the ground and scraping his legs on stones. The cave floor tipped downward as he tried, without success, to catch his footing. His back slammed into an object, knocking the wind out of him. He coughed as the pain jarred through his body, and he struggled upward with a hand on his lower back. He stepped back as the object rose before him. It was a tree; its trunk was three times the size of that of an ordinary tree. It stood eight feet high and stopped with its branches melting into the stone ceiling. Words had been carved in the Valikai Dialect across the tree. As he read them, Eliesmore knew he was standing in front of the door to the Holesmoles.
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      Year 915 (28 years ago). Daygone.

      

      He walked out of the Eastern World and through the portal into Daygone. He almost jumped when he saw his brother and sister waiting for him. They stood in the center of his self-created throne room in front of the circular altar. A basin was molded above it; it was a tool he used to catch the blood from his victims.

      “She is dead?” his sister asked.

      He clasped his hands in front of him and nodded. He’d thought there would be more time between the death of Magdela the Monrage and his return to the South World. He had not expected his brother and sister to be waiting on his doorstep.

      “Good.” His sister walked toward him. The clank of her pitchfork rang ominously on the stone. “You have met our requests, and I admit that I am impressed with your good behavior.” She laughed before walking back to the altar. “It is time for us to rise. All three of us.”

      He approached the altar; he was careful to display his deference toward her rule and judgment. He used his brother’s silence as an example.

      “The time is coming when the One will rise. The One they say will find the Jeweled Sword and dissolve the Green Stone. He will bring an army to destroy everything we have done and prevent us from ruling the Four Worlds.”

      He listened to her, knowing she only meant for herself to rule. He and his brother were simply pawns in her hands; she’d use their powers as she desired.

      “We must prevent the One from completing his quest. He…” She pointed to their brother. “Will guard the fountain in the Constel Heights with an army of Crons to defend against the One and his army. I will go to the southern countries in the west to ensure they remain loyal to us. Fear will be our ally. And you…” She pointed her pitchfork at him. “You will remain here. No more children. No more mixing your blood with the mortals and immortals; it is an abomination.”

      He bowed his head in acceptance.

      “Since you are fond of armies and transformations, you shall wake the sleeping dead.”

      He stared at her.

      “They are buried deep underground in the Holesmoles, slumbering and waiting for the moment when they are called by their Lord and Master. When you hear word of the One, you shall call forth our army, and they shall destroy all who stand in our way.”

      “I understand. If I may…” He paused, waiting for her acknowledgment. “I would be honored to create a specialized force to hunt down the One.”

      “You may.” It sounded like an order. “But you must never set foot outside of the Eastern Hill Countries again.”

      “Understood.”

      She dropped her pitchfork, clasping her hands together. She pulled a curved blade from her robes and held out her wrists. “Let us swear the blood oath.”

      He held out his arm, listening to the words as they began to chant. She sliced their wrists open, and they let the blood flow into the basin. They repeated the words and drank, one after the other. When his turn came, he drained the black blood from the basin. Soon they would be dead, and he would be the only Changer left to rule the Four Worlds.
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        Open the door upon your doom.

        Enter then into the gloom.

      

        

      
        Three times must you knock.

        Halt the creatures made of rock.

      

      

      

      Eliesmore cringed. Making a fist, he lifted his hand and pounded once. Tree bark scraped his knuckles as he glanced behind. Yamier and Wekin ran toward him. Their eyes were wide in fear; the swords in their hands would do little good against the bálangers. He pounded a second time. Blue and green sparks blasted across one creature’s head, but it moved forward unaffected. He pounded a third time.

      The doors to the Holesmoles shuddered and opened. Eliesmore took a step back as a foul odor permeated the air. He could hear the bálangers coming, throwing rocks as he ran forward with the Green Company at his heels.

      “Shut the door! Shut the door!” Idrithar shouted as boulders crashed around them.

      A rubble of dust clouded Eliesmore’s vision as he ran. He heard banging, shouts, and more banging around him. A door slammed, shaking the ground. The outline of the door disappeared, and the rocks shuddered, shutting out the bálangers. There was silence for mere moments before a howl went up and something banged into the door on the other side. The Rakhai were on the other side of the door. Eliesmore wasn’t sure whether they were attempting to enter or lock the company inside. “Run!” he shouted and led them onward into the Holesmoles.

      When their first fear had subsided and they had run far enough to get away from the falling rocks, the company huddled together. “Well.” Arldrine sighed. “Here we are, trapped in the Holesmoles.”

      “We disappeared, and we didn’t even sleep. I mean, we kept watch,” Wekin despaired.

      “Bálangers make you disappear.” Glashar stared straight ahead as if in a trance. She sniffed the air and shivered.

      “At least we are together and alive.” Optimistic’s words came out muffled in the darkness. “There is hope as long as we are alive.”

      “We make torches before moving onward,” Idrithar suggested.

      Eliesmore made his way to Ellagine as Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem created light. The stone floor was riddled with curved skeletons. He reached out a hand as Ellagine stiffened. Her eyes were dark when they met his. “It has come to this,” she whispered.

      “Ellagine, who was Shalidir?” He held up the amulet as it began to glow, a light in the darkness as Idrithar led the way toward a staircase.

      “Why do you ask?”

      He could detect hints of unfriendliness in her voice.

      “I think I dreamed about her,” he confessed. “You said she was the Green Person who build the Idrain Fountain where the Green Stone will be dissolved. Green People are immortal. What happened to her? Why didn’t she save the world?”

      Ellagine adverted her eyes, checking to see who was directly behind them before she answered. “Eliesmore, it does not matter what happened to her. She chose her own path and stuck to her decisions, regardless of what grief or joy it brought her. The question you should ask yourself is: why? Why are you doing this? You have a choice to make, which you can only make if you know why. Asking what others did in the past will not help you.”

      Eliesmore frowned. “What do you mean? I am doing this because of ‘Song’. I am the One. No other choice or path lies before me. I don’t understand. Why me? I am not skilled with the blade; I don’t understand the lore of the world. At every turn, our passage is blocked. I mean, look where we are now! Trapped in the mines! How are we to win if we are chased and deterred at every step?”

      Ellagine crossed her arms. “That is not true, Eliesmore. If you truly did not want to be the One, there is nothing we could do to force you. You could let the world fall into darkness, but you are fighting back, which means you have a cause and a reason. You must find out why you are fighting if you are to stay true to yourself. Where we are going, there is no turning back. We will go into the heart of darkness, where powers greater than I can imagine wage war. I have watched you in the hope that you will rise, take the lead, and fulfill your potential. You can only do so if you believe in yourself.

      “For too long people have blamed their decisions on circumstance. They blame people for the way the world is. They blame those in a position of power for making them weak, for taking away their rights, and for banishing people out of their land. People will always complain, judge, and spin tales, refusing to take responsibility for their actions. The mortals blame the immortals for the fate of the world. The immortals blame the mortals for falling from grace. People refuse to take responsibility for their actions. You must remember, Eliesmore: no one is forcing you to be the One. People choose what they will live and die for. You have to take responsibility for your own actions. You are the master of your fate. You are in charge of your destiny. Words are what drive you to make decisions. However, words can do nothing but sway you.

      “There may be dominance in words, yet there is more power in action. Action is what changes the world. Action is what makes things happen. Use your words to create action, and stop blaming your circumstances, your past, the way you grew up, the repetitions of history, the mortals, and the immortals for your life. Your fate. Words have inspired you to act. Now take your actions, make them your own, drop the blame, and go out and do what you know in your heart you were meant to do. Because if you don’t act and if you pout and feel sorry for yourself, the world will fall and fade, and the blame will land on your head.

      “You are not your past. You are not your fears. You are not your worries. The only person you are is who you believe you are. I cannot make you strong enough or determined enough to be the One. You have to decide that on your own. Make your choice. Will you sink in disillusion or will you rise?”

      Eliesmore stared at her; he was surprised at the fire in her words. Her eyes glinted darkly. He felt a cry in his heart. A sob. “Someone once told me not to trust the immortals,” he admitted.

      Ellagine rolled her shoulders back. “Whoever said those words was right, Eliesmore, although you cannot always trust the words of someone else. You must find the truth for yourself, not because of what someone else said or because of fear. Here in the Holesmoles, it may seem darkness surrounds us, but your light is inside you. When you know why you are doing this, you will become unstoppable. I tell you this because I will not always be with you. There will be times when you walk alone, and you will hear truths and lies to persuade your opinion either way. You can choose to walk in the light or to sink like Magdela the Monrage. We all have a choice.”

      A voice interrupted their conversation. Eliesmore breathed in relief, perturbed by Ellagine’s words. He would have to ponder what she told him, although it seemed unkind for her to tell him this now. As the voice repeated itself he banged into Optimistic, who had frozen in front of him. None of his companions were speaking; they stood like statues. “Harbfigula, owml fogethesta moragah.”

      The chant from Daygone was within the Holesmoles, resounding off the stone and echoing into the deep. The Dark One was calling all those underground to rise and to march toward daylight. As he heard it, Eliesmore felt his feet move of their own accord. He was swayed, marching forward with the Green Company and seeking daylight.

      Idrithar faced them; the light from his torch showing a smile on his face, although his eyes were weary. “This is a spot of good fortune,” he told them. “Although no one goes to the Holesmoles and leaves alive, the Dark One is calling his servants forth. If we follow, we will reach the outside lands once again.”

      Eliesmore felt Optimistic squeeze his shoulder. Yamier and Wekin slapped their palms together. Glashar stepped forward, shaking her head. “Who is the Dark One calling?”

      “There can only be one explanation.” Arldrine pulled an arrow from her quiver. “Creatures from the underworld. Woísts.”
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      “I’ll take first watch,” Glashar called as the company slowed to a stop. It was hard to tell how far they had come after winding their way through small passages and great halls stretching as tall as fifteen feet. Others disappeared out of reach in the blackness, leaving her shaking as she gazed upward into nothingness.

      “Wake me when you’re done,” Zhane called, casting his hood over his face. He put a hand on his sword hilt.

      They settled in a corner near a staircase, and Glashar crept toward the top stair, staring down and taking deep breaths to calm the rising panic. It was dark. Silent. The foul stench of the underground labyrinth continued to overwhelm her senses, and the fright of being buried alive buzzed in a tangle of fear around her. Glashar watched; her golden glow was hidden within herself in the darkness. She had not known a terror like what she felt now. She knew about life above ground. She knew the fears and failures people held there. But this? This was too much. She was not made to live underground away from sunlight, moonlight, the eternal whispers of the wild, and the song and dance of the immortal creatures. When the company had set foot in the west, the sea separating her from her homeland made her ache. Ellagine and Visra felt it, too. That was likely the reason why Visra had attacked her. The panic was rising; she was too far away from the sacred land. She would die out in the wild lands as an immortal separated from the fountain of immortality.

      She had to keep hoping, yet in the dark underground, she found it easy to think of death and to think of risking everything for the One. After all, it was his life that mattered most. True, he needed them, yet she would rather have fled than have her heart thud in panic. She was too near the contaminated breath of the underworld: the tang of cold stone, dirt, death, and defilement.

      A hand touched her shoulder, and she shuddered, even at its warm comfort. A lanky body slid down next to hers, and she felt the panic melt away. “Dathiem,” she breathed, reaching for him.

      He pulled her into his arms, allowing her to rest her head on his chest with her cheek pressed against his shirt. He pulled his cloak around her as she trembled. “Glashar, are you okay?”

      “No. Not as long as we are in here, but you are a comfort. I know we have to be strong and hope. It is the only way.”

      She felt his anger ripple through him as he traded despair for determination. “This was not how it was meant to be,” he whispered.

      “What else are we to do? The world is against us. We have to take what is given and make the best of it…” Her voice melted away into a sob.

      He let go, cupping her face in his hand. The pads of his thumbs wiped away her tears. She could make out the lines of his face; he was exhausted from traveling. She could see the angles of his bones and his fine dark eyes as they gazed into hers, imparting comfort and strength. His feelings for her were plain to read. She closed her eyes, lifted her mouth to his, and waited for the sensation that would whisk her away and take her back to the field where they made love above the waterfall.
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      Zhane and Yamier created a small fire, making torches. Dathiem followed their example, and the three of them quickly extinguished the fire.

      “Time to descend.” Idrithar peered over the edge of the stairs, holding his torch over it.

      “Oh, I don’t want to go. I don’t want to,” whispered Wekin as he hid behind Zhane.

      “No, none of us want to go, but we have to. There is no other way,” Zhane comforted. “Besides, we have our weapons, and I’ll be behind you.”

      “Easy for you to say.” Wekin pouted. “You’re the best warrior around. I can't fight.”

      “Even the best warriors have to start somewhere,” Zhane pointed out.

      “And if ever you learn how to fight, this will be the place.” Idrithar started down the stairs.

      “Yes, I heard a group of woísts down below while we slept,” Glashar said.

      “We will follow,” Arldrine said. She held a bow in her hand as she crept behind Idrithar.

      Eliesmore followed after Arldrine with Optimistic behind him.

      The stairs were made of slabs of stone intended for giants with great feet. Eliesmore felt quite small as he stumbled down them. At times, he even had to clamber down on his hands and knees. Even Zhane and Dathiem, the tallest of the group, had their own struggles. The silence across the Holesmoles was dismal. Slight slivers of hope blew out into obscurity as they descended into the underworld, as if they were being voluntary buried.

      Time passed slowly while the call from the Dark One echoed and reechoed in the deep, at times growing louder. Idrithar kept a steady pace, dragging them deeper into the Holesmoles until the stairs came to an end and they found themselves standing on a bridge. Holding up the torches, they could see columns and stairs shooting off in all directions, but it was the sight below that made their blood run cold.

      A glimmer of orange and red light crept up from the depths while shapes moved beneath those lights. They started to march.

      “We certainly can’t sleep here,” Zhane remarked.

      “No, we must run on,” Idrithar said. “The woísts are down there; we must go before they find us.”

      “Run? Do we have to run?” asked Wekin.

      “Of course,” said Idrithar as he took Optimistic’s staff and made a torch out of it. “All you did today was go down some stairs.” Idrithar handed the torch to Ellagine and took off running across the bridge.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ridiculous maze this place is. Shouldn’t we stop now?” Wekin asked some time later as the company came to a set of stairs.

      “No, we shall not be deferred by stairs, though I do not think this is the way.” Idrithar remarked.

      Wekin just sighed and whispered something to Yamier while pushing his light brown, curly hair out of his face. Everyone was staring around uncomfortably, and then suddenly, they heard a sound that made them all jump.

      “Woísts!” Arldrine whispered.

      Below them was torchlight, and they heard the sound of the woísts marching while chanting.

      “They are coming,” Zhane whispered.

      “Which way?” Dathiem demanded.

      “What do you mean by ‘which way’?” Yamier pointed to the stairs.

      “Up the stairs or across to the passageway,” Arldrine explained.

      Eliesmore looked and saw what he hadn’t seen before. If they leaped across a distance of about three or four feet, they would be on another path. It sloped upwards in a northwest direction.

      “Idrithar?” Zhane prompted.

      “We stay here,” Idrithar responded, facing them. “If we go up the path now, the woísts will catch up with us, and we will have to run from them. If we go up the stairs, the path might lengthen our journey. Our goal is to get out of here as quickly as possible. It is best to remain here and wait for the woísts to pass, and then we follow.”

      Zhane nodded. “Let’s move out of sight.”

      The company gathered on the stairs, passing around leaves of mocholeach that remained uneaten. They huddled against each other, wide-eyed with fear, as they watched and listened. Arldrine pulled an arrow from her quiver, resting her bow on her knees, and waited. Optimistic followed her example.

      The torchlight from the woísts grew brighter as the sound of their marching increased. The halls of the Holesmoles became illuminated with light as the army marched up from the depths, chanting as they went. They drowned out the call from the Dark One.

      

      Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      Eliesmore felt his hands shaking, and he balled them into fists as he craned his neck to see what sort of beings the woísts were. They ranged in size, starting from six feet and up. In one fist, they carried gray and brown shields with the insignia of a black horse rearing: the symbol for the Black Steeds. Pointed metal shoes were clad on their feet while their bodies were covered head to toe with armor, hiding their true forms. Helmets covered their heads, but some had taken theirs off, displaying their mud red skin, which was as clear and wet as if they had climbed out of graves.

      The chainmail they wore made clinking sounds as they marched, adding to the odd beat of their chant. In each hand, they carried a spear that doubled as a torch and a drum. With each step, they banged the spears across the stone floor, creating echoes. Each creature carried a collection of weapon, daggers, swords, bows, and arrows. Expressionless faces pointed upwards as they marched toward daylight.

      Eliesmore watched with a sinking heart that was numb with horror. He closed his eyes, unsure of who to look to for compassion and comfort. Doubts and fears rose. He could feel the desire of the creatures. Even in their chant, they demanded blood. The time for the mortals was ending. The time for the immortals was here.

      As the woísts passed, the light grew faint and the noise faded.

      “Idrithar?” Zhane asked in a whisperer.

      Idrithar lifted his torch, lighting it with a blue flame. “It is time to follow.”

      One by one, they leaped three feet across onto the path and ran with the foul stench of the Holesmoles extending behind them.
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      “Something is following us.” Arldrine flung the words into Zhane’s ear as they crept in the rear of the company. Arldrine lifted her bow and twirled an arrow in her fingers as if the motion would protect them from the monstrous creatures that the depths would eventually reveal.

      “Woísts?” Zhane’s hand fell to his sword hilt as he held the flickering torch higher.

      Light spilled only a few feet behind them, displaying nothing.

      Arldrine reached out, her fingers tightening on Zhane’s forearm. “No, not behind, below us.”

      Long ago she’d learn to deal with fear, block it out of her mind, and protect her actions from its wishes. Fear threatened her now, causing the hairs on her neck to stand up straight. Monsters in the daylight appeared less frightful than the demons of darkness. Here in the Holesmoles, buried underground, who knew what tales would turn out be true? Who knew what monsters might arise to answer the call of the Dark One?

      “What are you thinking?” Zhane asked.

      She appreciated his firm voice; he was not afraid. “I think the legends might be true. What if the creatures of the deep, other than woísts, arise? What if there is a beast waiting to devour us?”

      “Come, Arldrine, giving into fears like these is not like you.”

      “It’s the darkness.” She shivered as she crossed her arms, moving a step away from Zhane. “It’s driving me mad.”

      Zhane nodded. “It’s driving us all mad. The Idrains are not themselves either; they are snappish.”

      “They have always been ‘snappish’ as you say. I think there is something deeper happening. Have you noticed how the Rakhai turn away at the last moment? They attack us, yet before they strike the blow that will destroy us, they turn away. Why? They draw more dark power than all of us combined. At first, I thought it was because our destiny is to reach the Constel Heights and dissolve the Green Stone. Now…” She chewed her lower lip in frustration. “I’ve been thinking Idrithar is right, especially after what happened with Wekin. What if the Rakhai want us to succeed? What if they are only attempting to break us, make us fear them, and drive us into madness before we reach our destination? What will they gain if the Green Stone is dissolved?”

      “It is a question I have asked myself over and over.” Zhane sighed, taking his hand from his sword hilt to tuck loose hairs behind his ear. “I have spoken with both Idrithar and Dathiem regarding this, as you know. I must admit that answers do not come.”

      Arldrine felt a sense of relief because Zhane shared her worries; talking to him made her feel safe, something she dared not acknowledge out loud. “I think they hope to convert him,” she offered. “There are three Changers; they are intent on collecting power and ruling this world. If ultimate power is their goal, Eliesmore will be their target, but only after he dissolves the Green Stone.”

      Zhane frowned. “It would up the stakes. Eliesmore dissolving the Green Stone brings hope to the White Steeds. If…nay…when we succeed, we can rally the people groups of the South World to rise and fight against the Changers.”

      “It is a plan. A plan I think will fail. We are mere mortals. We cannot fight Changers. We cannot kill Changers. If it comes to war, eventually they will defeat us all, unless Eliesmore can defeat them. I do not like where we are going. The farther we go, the more complex this quest becomes.”

      “Stop.” Zhane’s hand rested on her shoulder, spinning her to face him. “Fear and madness are rising. We cannot turn on each other; we cannot lose hope. You know this.”

      His face was set, and his dark eyes were sure. They softened as she looked up at him. He believed. When had she lost faith?

      “Come here.” He extended his arm, pulling her closer to his chest and folding her into an embrace as if he could lend her some of his strength.

      She swallowed hard during the brief seconds he held her. His touch made her feel an unfamiliar longing rise in her bosom. Her breath caught as he squeezed. There was a hint of a door opening, a white crack of light flowing into her heart. A vague swelling started to blossom inside her, and then he let go. He continued down the hall as the firelight flickered and grew as shadows danced against the passageway.
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        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      

      The chanting took over, drowning out the call from the Dark One. Eliesmore squeezed the hilt of his sword. His feet involuntarily marched to the beat to the chant, even though he wanted to run far away. The lack of light frayed on the edges of his sanity. His companions felt it, too. He could see it in their tight lips, strained glances, and the way their hands fidgeted with their weapons. It was impossible to tell how much time had passed. Days? Weeks? Fear choked him as they followed the woísts through passages, over bridges, and up flights of stairs that made his thighs shake and burn.

      Light flashed ahead and cast the shapes of monsters against the walls. Eliesmore lifted his eyes and froze. A hiss echoed through the caverns.

      Idrithar held up a hand as they walked out of passageway into a vast opening. Bridges curved east and west, intersecting with staircases which shot to the heights before turning and reversing to the depths.

      A line of woísts marched across each bridge, stomped up each staircase, and covering each path. It seemed the company stood in a sea of creatures; hundreds, nay, thousands marched before them. Out of the corner of his eyes, Eliesmore saw Zhane lift his bow with an arrow nocked in it.

      “Pull your cloaks tight about you.” Idrithar’s tone was stern. “Lest the woísts see us and attempt to block our passage. Weapons may not be necessary.”

      “Weapons are always necessary,” Visra countered, a glitter in her eyes.

      “Heads down, and keep your hoods up.” Idrithar ignored Visra’s remark.

      Eliesmore felt his cloak harden into a protective covering as they walked forward again up a narrow incline that forced them to walk single file.

      “Aiii!” A harsh growl drifted up from below. Woísts pointed in the direction of the Green Company, waving their torches.

      Eliesmore ducked as a group of archers lifted their bows and let loose a volley of arrows.

      An arrow slapped into the side of Optimistic’s cloak and bounced off.

      “Aye! We’re invincible,” Wekin shouted.

      “Keep your head down.” Idrithar grunted.

      Optimistic took a deep breath, lifted his bow, and made a whistling sound with his mouth as he let an arrow fly. The arrow ricocheted off a stone and flew wide. Optimistic cursed under his breath.

      “It's a far shot,” Arldrine called from behind them. “Lift your bow higher. Expose your arms.”

      “I’ll fly down and stop them.” Visra dropped her cloak on the path in front of Ellagine.

      “Visra. This is not the time to show off,” Ellagine pleaded, snatching up the cloak and folding it into her pack.

      “I can't hear you,” Visra sniggered. She drew her sword before she dived head first off the path.

      Eliesmore drew in sharp breaths as arrows from Zhane and Arldrine flew. They met their mark, sending woísts shrieking into blackness. A hiss echoed throughout the caverns.

      “Run. Follow me,” Idrithar ordered, dashing forward.

      Optimistic paused, lifted his bow, and nocked an arrow in it. He releasing it and stepped back, narrowing his eyes as the fatal arrow flew. He was rewarded with a shriek as a creature fell.

      “Yamier, next time let’s ask for bows,” Wekin complained. His lips were turned down in jealousy.

      Arrows flew toward them faster than the Green Company could return them. The path grew even narrower, ending in a bridge. “Lead, Zhane.” Idrithar pulled away at the last moment.

      “But…” Zhane started to protest.

      “Go, follow the woísts,” Idrithar ordered.

      As the company slid past him, Idrithar lifted a hand. Blue light glowed as his mouth moved as he whispered words. He closed his eyes, letting the undercurrent of power surge before he released it. Arrows flew toward the Green Company as Idrithar’s power unfurled, disintegrating the arrows in mid-flight.

      Eliesmore would have cheered if he had managed to find his voice. Instead, he saw a group of woísts in front of Zhane. The creatures turned at the noise and drew their swords, running back to meet the Green Company and take part in the battle.

      Zhane dropped his bow. “Visra,” he shouted. “We need you up here. Now. Eliesmore and Optimistic, stay back.”

      “Archers at the ready,” Arldrine ordered.

      “Aim for the ones in the back,” Zhane shouted as he ran forward, drawing his sword.

      The woísts dashed toward Zhane, although the narrowness of the bridge forced them to go one at a time. The first one lifted its battleax, but Zhane was faster. He spun his sword into the side of a woíst, knocking it off balance. It teetered on the edge of the bridge before falling, but Zhane had already moved on to the next one. He threw a punch as the woíst lifted a shield to deflect the blow. Zhane drove his sword into the woíst’s side. “Aim for the chinks in their armor,” he shouted back.

      Visra alighted on the edge of the bridge, laughing with glee as she lifted her sword. “Énvictosry!” she called—slicing, cutting, maiming, wounding, and moving almost faster than Zhane.

      Eliesmore watched in horror as the two of them mowed down the woísts like wheat during a harvest. They cleared the bridge in a matter of minutes.

      Yamier and Wekin dashed past Eliesmore and Optimistic with their swords in hand.

      “Watch for the stairs,” Zhane called as he tore up them.

      Woísts awaited him at the top, shooting arrows down on his covered head.

      “My turn.” Visra flew up, zipping between arrows as she dived into the melee; she scattered woísts left and right.

      Zhane soon joined her as they cleared a path.

      Optimistic gave a low whistle. “Ready, Eliesmore?”

      Eliesmore drew his sword, spurred onwards by the hissing that grew louder.

      Idrithar and Ellagine had turned to face whatever was behind him. “Ilidifwthien reihturfidli,” cried Ellagine, and her sword came to her, shining pale green.

      Idrithar and Ellagine had not crossed the bridge. They stood side by side, allowing power to generate through their hands into their swords. A trope of woísts marched toward them, and when they caught sight of them, began to run. The woísts went down before they could lift their weapons.

      Eliesmore stood in the wide stairs, fighting the woísts. He was thankful for the skills Zhane had taught him. The river of woísts continued to flow down; the ones Zhane and Visra missed lept to face Eliesmore’s sword and Optimistic’s bow. Yamier and Wekin stood just above Eliesmore; their faces were set in determination.

      “One for the White Steeds!” Eliesmore heard Wekin celebrating after he pushed a woíst off the stairs.

      “Two for the White Steeds.” Yamier grunted as two woísts fell.

      “Three,” called Glashar as she shot arrows from where she stood in the middle of the bridge. She was shooting at the woísts Idrithar and Ellagine were fighting. “Woísts up above!” she warned them.

      Eliesmore glanced up in the midst of fighting and saw woísts marching high above them. A shield smacked into Eliesmore’s side, pushing him toward the edge. He brought his sword up in retaliation, driving it into the woíst in front of him. It fell backward with its hands outstretched, taking three others with it. “Four for the White Steeds,” Eliesmore rejoiced.

      A cry forced him to turn. Wekin had lost his footing and was sliding toward the edge of the stairs. A woíst was standing over him with a sword. Eliesmore leaped toward Wekin, pushing and fighting woísts out of his way. “Nehíthermal!” he shouted.

      The woíst saw Eliesmore coming and turned to face him, throwing a dagger toward Eliesmore’s face.  Eliesmore leaped to one side as the blade slid past him, the edges catching his cheek. A warm dribble of blood poured out from the scratch. Ignoring it, Eliesmore continued toward Wekin. As Eliesmore drew closer, the woíst kicked out a foot, punching Eliesmore in the gut. Eliesmore gasped and gripped his waist with one hand, doubling over from the pain. Shapes blurred before his eyes as he attempted to catch his breath. As he lifted his head, one of Optimistic’s arrows buried itself in the woíst head. It shrieked, falling off the stairs. Eliesmore stumbled, grabbing Wekin’s arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. I’m ready for the next one.” Wekin grinned. He hopped up the stairs, swung at a woíst, and missed.

      The Holesmoles echoed with the clash of steel as Zhane moved higher up the stairs. The woísts who weren’t fighting were shouting: “Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.”

      A rage came over them as they marched, pounding their torches with fury as they moved faster. The voice of the Dark One had stopped, leaving only the shadow of a call. The desire for battle and blood hung like a cloud over the gaping caverns.

      The hissing grew louder, causing the stone framework to shake.

      “Run. Up the stairs,” Zhane bellowed. “We need to reach firmer ground.”

      “Énvictosry!” cried Visra, making a path with her sword.

      “Idrithar and Ellagine!” Dathiem turned to help them.

      “Go across the bridge,” Idrithar yelled to Ellagine.

      Ellagine turned, dashing across the bridge and catching up with Glashar. The advance of the woísts slowed as they saw the power Idrithar wielded and what became of their comrades.

      As they ran, Eliesmore could see that the stairs ended in a series of broken ledges. The woísts ahead were leading from one ledge to the other, often jumping over a gap of three to four feet. Another bridge guided them upward with a staircase at the end.

      “Bridge. Stairs. Jump. Jump,” Wekin repeated to himself.

      Arldrine took the stairs two at a time, passing the Crons as she sought to catch up with Zhane. She held her dagger in one hand and Zhane’s bow in the other. “Zhane.” She tossed him the bow.

      “Thanks.” He caught the bow and slung it onto his back. “Be careful.”

      She gave him a sharp nod. “We might have to climb a bit here.”

      The Green Company moved upwards, leaping from ledge to ledge. The stone shuddered again as the hissing continued. A shriek came from the woísts, and suddenly the army was running.

      Eliesmore scrambled up a ledge and paused. Turning, he gazed down. His eyes widened in terror at what he saw.

      The head of a snake was rising from the depths, uncoiling from a massive body. Eliesmore felt dwarfed in size as he stared at the flat head and rows of silver and black scales covering its body. The snake opened its mouth, revealing five-foot-long fangs that glistened in the torchlight. A pink, forked tongue flicked in and out as it dived. Its solid body rippled as it consumed a group of woísts.

      “Ìal iál, the great Python!” cried Dathiem.

      “Run,” commanded Idrithar, “weapons are no use.”

      Eliesmore’s mouth was dry as Optimistic nudged him. He leaped upward with his hands shaking. Panic seized him, squeezing his heart. Regardless of how quickly his legs moved, his eyes were drawn back to the horrific monster that was climbing out of the deep. The hissing continued, and its tail slammed into stone, knocking down a bridge.

      The woísts closer to the Python began to run; they tripped over each other in their urgency.

      “Ìal iál, bálangers!” Arldrine shouted as she led the way.

      Looking up, Eliesmore could see bálangers throwing rocks at the Python, the woísts, and anything else that moved.

      Dathiem swung up from the ledges, taking the lead. He turned to give a hand to those behind him, leaving Zhane to help Ellagine and Idrithar. Idrithar had slowed down to watch the Python, determining how best to immobilize it.

      The Python slithered closer to the Green Company. Arldrine and Dathiem sent a rain of arrows. The arrows bounced off the Python, and it hissed, lunging forward to repay the insult.

      “Don’t stop. Run,” Zhane shouted to those ahead, waving his hands to keep them moving.

      Optimistic and Glashar paused to aim at the creature; their arrows were rendered just as ineffective. The Python reared back its head and hissed before slithering forward. Its body rippled over the stairs as it moved upward.

      Zhane crouched, leaning over open space to send an arrow toward the mouth of the Python. The arrow hit one of the fangs and bounced off. “Aim for the mouth,” Idrithar ordered as he ran up the stairs behind Ellagine.

      The Green Company raced up more stairs and started across a second bridge. Idrithar stood at the top of the stairs and waited for the Python to come.

      Eliesmore felt equally frightened for Idrithar; he wanted to run back and help, yet there was nothing he could do. Across the bridge, Dathiem stood, waiting for the others to catch up. While Dathiem waited, he sent arrows after the woísts in front of them. Arldrine stayed behind; she was running last. She turned and sent arrow after arrow flying for the Python, never missing. The Python continued up the stairs toward Idrithar who stood, waiting. His face was calm and impassive.

      “Be careful, Idrithar,” Arldrine cried in alarm.

      “Go ahead, Arldrine. I’ll stay behind with him.” Zhane pushed her ahead of him.

      Arldrine obeyed and climbed after the others as quickly as she could. Eliesmore stopped frozen on the stairs as he watched Idrithar. The Python had nearly reached him. Idrithar sprang forward, crying, “Elíduther!”

      The Python reared its head and dove for Idrithar.

      Eliesmore gasped, jumping back as if his movements would assist Idrithar.

      Idrithar did not hesitate. He did not back down. He drove his sword forward, allowing it to do what the arrows were unable to do, which was penetrate the Python’s thick scales.

      Zhane, who had been using his bow, unsheathed his sword and dashed back across the bridge to assist Idrithar.

      Eliesmore heard Dathiem shouting at them to follow while Idrithar distracted the Python, yet everything seemed to happen in a faint blur.

      The bridges and stairs continued to shake, great chunks of rock falling from either broken paths or stones from the bálangers.

      “Go back! Go back! Lest you lose your lives!” Idrithar waved Zhane away.

      Zhane withdrew from Idrithar, running back across the bridge. As he reached the stairs, he stopped. He picked up a spear one of the woísts had dropped. He twirled it in his hands, testing the balance. Leaning back, he lifted his arm as the Python roared. Its mouth was wide open as it plunged to snap up Idrithar.

      Zhane hurled the spear. It twirled through the air; its sharp point gleamed as it snagged on the softness of the Python’s mouth. The Python flailed in pain, slamming its mouth shut. The spear snapped in half.

      The Python wavered, the fury fading from its orange silted eyes. It weaved back and forth and dived. The bridge Idrithar stood on disintegrated as the Python fell. Zhane sprang away, dashing up the stairs toward the rest of the Green Company.

      Eliesmore stared in horror as he saw Idrithar disappear into clouds of rubble. He could hear himself shouting in astonishment. A hand clapped his shoulder as he saw Visra fly out of the rubble, dragging Idrithar with her. She tossed him on the stairs, grinning from ear to ear at his shocked expression.
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      As odd as it seemed, the battle with the woísts and the great Python renewed their spirits. Escaping, the company hid in a room under a staircase much later, nursing their bruises and eating mocholeach. Visra had decided to scout ahead, laughing in Idrithar’s face when he told her it was too dangerous.

      “The air has shifted,” Idrithar told them as they waited for Visra to return. They slept in turns; one of them was always keeping watch. “I would not be surprised if we are almost out of this place.”

      As if confirming his speculation, Visra returned. She alighted in the doorway, tossing the hood off her cloak. “Daylight.” She grinned. “I saw daylight.”

      “How far is it?” Zhane asked.

      Visra shrugged. “A few miles. We have to go through a great hall where all paths end. Some of the woísts have passed, but more will come.”

      “A great hall.” Idrithar stroked his beard.

      Daylight. Eliesmore sighed, glancing at Ellagine. She had the hood pulled over her light hair, and her eyes were downcast. He’d seen the change in her since they had gone underground. Her earlier words still buzzed in his ears. Why was he the One? Why was he doing this?

      “We should go now without delay,” Glashar spoke up. Her bow was in one hand while the other was on Dathiem’s arm.

      “Agreed.” Arldrine stepped forward.

      Idrithar nodded. “Keep your weapons ready. We run until we can run no more. We fight until we can fight no more. Come.”

      He bent forward and led the way. His brown hair was streaming behind him, greasy and slick, while sparks of blue light rippled from his hands.

      Eliesmore ran beside Optimistic, listening as the gruff voices chanting and the sound of chain and iron against stone drew nearer. Their narrow escape with the Python had been lucky. Frightened away, the woísts had not made an attempt to fight or hunt down the Green Company. Eliesmore wondered if their cloaks were responsible, hiding them from seeking eyes. Mermis. He mulled over their powers as the company ran. In tales of old, he’s never heard of a Mermi holding power, yet they gave the Five Warriors the gift of invincibility. The Green Company wore enchanted cloaks; he was curious if the potency of them would wear off and if so, when.

      Idrithar reached the hall first. Columns rose up more than fifty feet in the air. White bones gleamed in the torchlight, casting a wicked glow across the path. Clouds of dirt descended into rot, hiding what might be the twinkle of buried jewels.

      The vast hall was silent. Waiting. Idrithar led the way with a sword in hand. Next came Dathiem with his bow and arrow ready. Glashar, Arldrine, and Eliesmore were behind him. Optimistic, Yamier, and Wekin trailed with Visra, Ellagine, and Zhane at the end. Zhane turned around from time to time, peering into darkness, but the passageways were silent.

      They were in the middle of the hall when it happened. The chanting buzzed into the ears of the Green Company, resounding as the acoustics picked up the voices of the woísts. One moment they were alone. In the next moment, the hall teemed with life as the woísts poured in from every corner of the Holesmoles.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Eliesmore saw his companions spread out. He drew his sword, waiting for the cold fear to center over his heart. It was impossible for the quest to succeed, not in the Holesmoles and not with the woísts blocking their passage. Minutes passed in slow motion as the Green Company sprang for the woísts, clearing a path toward the summit. The world rotated. If they failed, life would end. A lament rose on Eliesmore’s lips, and he cried:

      

      “Ìal iál íthar

      Isgurald dlarugsí ea alidír

      Líbrth hearstra artstaeh

      Ìal iál.”

      

      He sprang at the throat of a woíst in front of him. He twirled his sword, ducking and swinging his blade into the woíst’s head. The creature collapsed at his feet while three more took its place. Eliesmore roared, waved his sword, and sprung into the midst of them.

      Blood made his fingers slick and sweat rolled down his back. While his cloak blocked blows from the woísts, Eliesmore knew it was only a matter of time before he was trampled under their feet. His fingers ached from gripping his sword, his arms burned from thrusting, his eyes hurt, his throat was dry, and the river of woísts continued without ceasing.

      Suddenly a roar reverberated throughout the Holesmoles. A frozen silence swept across the hall. Eliesmore paused with his foot on a woíst's throat and looked up. A foul wind rushed through the caverns, blowing out the torches and flecks of power drifting from Idrithar’s and Ellagine’s fingertips. A foul stench permeated the air. A command thundered across the Holesmoles with an intense power that compelled Eliesmore to drop his sword, cringing and putting his hands over his ears. The command turned into a raw roar. It was a horrific cry from an age-old creature.

      Eliesmore found himself bowing. His eyes were squeezed shut, and he put his hands on his ears. His mouth was open in a scream, waiting for it to cease. When the roaring ended, Eliesmore opened his eyes. He was breathing hard. He reached for his sword as a fog of evil passed over his vision. The woísts were gone.

      When he looked up, he saw a glimmer of daylight streaming in from the cliffs high above him. It was only a tiny light, but it was enough. He stood, ignored his cuts and bruises, and began to run.

      The hall ended with stairs, and where the stairs ended, there was rock. Woísts were above him; they were running, jumping, and leaping as they fought their way out. Eliesmore started up the stairs when he felt white fire smash into his head. Bending over, he held onto his ears as the deafening roar rolled through the Holesmoles again. His stomach rolled in waves of nausea as the command stripped him of willpower. Screams went up around him; there was wailing until the roar faded. The air was thick and heavy as Eliesmore stood, wiping his eyes.

      A hand touched his arm, and he looked up into Zhane’s flushed face. “Hood up.  Climb.”

      Eliesmore pulled on his hood with one hand, putting his sword on his back. Random arrows whizzed toward him, slamming into the protective covering of his cloak and falling uselessly on the cliff. Eliesmore slipped on loose stones and almost fell, but Dathiem appeared behind him, reaching out a hand to steady Eliesmore’s footing.

      The bleak blackness of the caverns continued to press in because the torches had not been relit. Glancing behind, Eliesmore blinked. He was unable to see the difference between shadows and blackness. There was something back there. Something was coming for them. He noted with relief the Green Company was with him. Some were still on the stairs; others were climbing the face of the cliff with him, reaching for handholds and swinging themselves up.

      When he reached the top, Eliesmore’s arms were shaking from the effort, and he gasped for breath, holding his side. The top was flat, leading to yet another foothill. Eliesmore swore under his breath, but the light streaming in higher up gave him hope.

      “Ìal iál, the beast!” wailed Glashar.

      Eliesmore jolted out of his reprieve.

      “I thought those stories weren’t true!” cried Arldrine.

      “They are in the Holesmoles,” Zhane said, hurrying on to the next set of steps.

      “We can’t fight this,” Idrithar announced.

      A horror seized Eliesmore as the thing materialized in the great hall. It was a shadow with a void so dark his eyes drowned in the shades of darkness rippling off it. He could see the muscles and ligaments that bound the creature to a form as it grew to a height of fifteen feet. Horns sprouted out of its skull. Its nose, which was the nose of a bull, sniffed the air. Its feet were cleaved, and three tails sprung out from its hindquarters. Darkness moved across its body, blending with the shadows, until Eliesmore was unsure what he saw. The creature seemed invisible yet visible, there yet not there. The being held what appeared to be a lightning bolt in one hand or tentacle. It threw back its head and bellowed.

      “Go now!” Idrithar shouted.

      “We have to get out,” Zhane echoed.

      “Eliesmore, climb,” Dathiem ordered. The command was odd coming from the Tider.

      Optimistic climbed beside Eliesmore. His face was pale, and his lips were closed in a straight line. “Eliesmore, if we don’t get out, will you take the Green Stone?”

      “What do you mean?” Eliesmore cried, his eyes wide as he stared at Optimistic.

      “We have to protect you. You must get out and go on. You are the One. The rest of us…” Optimistic shrugged. Reaching a hand into his tunic, he pulled out a weighted bag. “Take it.”

      “Optimistic, no…” Eliesmore started, a lump in his throat.

      “Take it.” Optimistic pressed it into Eliesmore’s hand. “Go. We will join you, when or if we can.”

      Tears sprung to his eyes as Eliesmore tucked the Green Stone into his tunic and began to climb. He could not lose them. He could not complete his quest without them. They were the Green Company. They were his protectors. They were his friends. The thought bolted into Eliesmore’s mind full force. Friends. Something he’d never had; something he’d never known he’d needed. Here, at the bleakest hour of the world, he found himself surrounded by those who were brave, who had great courage, and who were willing to lay down their lives, not just for him, but for the world. They were willing to make sacrifices for the greater good, allowing all who were born in the Four Worlds to experience life without fear, terror, pain, and the sorrow of those they loved most being ripped away.

      Eliesmore reached the summit and ran up twisting staircases. He lept across missing stairs. A foamy darkness hung in the air, making it harder to breathe, yet he pressed on. At times, he lost his footing and caught himself at the last moment before he fell headlong into darkness. As he ran, it came to him. He knew why he was running and why he was fighting back. A memory hung faintly before his mind. There was a vision of the past when he sat on his mother’s knee and she told him—a young, green-eyed boy—about the great Heroes of Old. She had known he was the One, even as she related the tales of strength, courage, bravery, and exchanging one’s life for the greater good and for the lives of others. She had focused on heroic deeds and the desire to make things right.

      There would always be those in the world who were weaker, unable to fight back, and desolate in their unhappiness. There would be those who were tortured, imprisoned, banished, and killed. There would be those who had their families ripped away, who were driven into hiding, and who feared for their lives. There would be those who would look up at each sunset and see it red with blood, the blood of those they had lost. What was most important in life wasn’t life in and of itself, it was what one did with one’s life to make a difference and to make the world better. What truly mattered was for someone to reach out, help the weak, save those from torture and death, bring families together, and bring hope and a new beginning for all. It wasn’t about being heroic, carrying powerful weapons and fighting great battles. It was about creating a future for others; it was a future that he did not have. It was a future his companions did not have, but it was a future for the children of the world, their children, and their children’s children. It would be a world where evil did not rise, where Changers did not win, and where Monrage did not roam and terrorize the people groups. It would be a world where creatures of the deep never stirred from their hidden holes and where light and beauty led the way. It would be a world where people cared for each other, were willing to lend a hand, and forgive each other for past crimes. It would be a world where a child could walk out of their home in peace without being mowed down by Black Horse Lords or sacrificed to the Changers for their potential powers. All these things he’d had: the safety of home, the beauty of dancing with the Iaens, the creatures of the wood, and a home with his beloved mother. All those things had been ripped away from him, and now it was up to him to change it, to bring hope, and to destroy the Changers.

      His face was wet with tears as he ran. He heard a roar behind him, but this time it did not defeat him. This time he stayed upright and ran, determination swelling through his heart. He would go into the heart of darkness, and he would not fail. As the words to “Song” spoke of a future and of hope, he would take those words, hold tight to them, and fight his way through. No matter what happened. His heart opened, and he sobbed as he listened, hoping his companions had escaped. He did not dare look back for a cool breeze was flowing in and the light was on his face. It hurt his eyes as he ran toward it, concentrating on his footsteps.

      “The outside!” a voice cried.

      He turned, and suddenly they were with him. The Green Company burst out of the Holesmoles and out into the mountainside of the Cascade Mountains.
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      Eliesmore spread his arms wide and threw back his head, breathing in the pure air for the first time in two weeks. The chill nipped at his cheeks as the sun cast a glorious sunset of bright magenta and vivid orange across the sky. Eliesmore whispered words of praise as he watched it, feeling as if he had never seen a more magnificent sight in his life.

      “We did it!” Wekin thrust a fist into the air, pumping it.

      Eliesmore felt someone come up beside him and embrace him. “Optimistic! I have something for you.” He handed the Green Stone to Optimistic, feeling relief course through his body.

      “Eliesmore.” Ellagine touched his shoulder; her eyes were calm.

      Suddenly they were all shouting, laughing, and hugging each other as they walked across the mountainside.

      “We were the first.” Zhane looked back at the entrance, gaping like a yawning mouth. There was no sign of the woísts.

      In awe, the Green Company walked up the mountain slope that was covered with yellow grass and scattered stones. The voice of a river beckoned to them.

      “We make camp by the stream,” Idrithar called.

      “May I build a fire when we get there?” Yamier jogged to catch up with Idrithar.

      Idrithar scanned the peaks rising high above them. After considering it, he nodded. “Yes, keep it low.”

      The entrance to the Holesmoles had disappeared by the time they reached the river. They cast themselves into the water, scrubbing the dirt, grime, blood, and other physical remnants of their time in the Holesmoles from their bodies. The lingering lights of day attempted to dry their clothes as they laid them out on flat boulders.

      “What was that being?” Eliesmore asked Idrithar as he shrugged on his damp shirt, shuddering in remembrance. “Why didn’t it chase us or attempt to attack us?”

      Idrithar pursed his lips. “It could have been a Changer in its true form. It could have been a figment of our imaginations that was fueled by the dark, the fumes, and the horror of the Holesmoles in and of itself. As to why it did not give chase, it seemed to want us to leave its domain and leave it to darkness. There are greater mysteries that even I do not understand. Speculation will only get us so far.”

      Eliesmore scratched his head. “It did not seem like a dream. It felt quite real. How is it a Changer in its true form? I thought they were keeping guard at the Constel Heights?”

      “Ah.” Idrithar raised a finger. “There are portals. If the Dark One is calling the woísts, he might be in the hidden places within the Holesmoles himself. It could have been him; it could have been something else. I hope we never find out. As for our imaginations, you’ll soon find that everything is not what it seems. Power is vague and taxing, and it demands a hefty price. The Great-Black-Evil is unsteady. In truth, we do not know the consequences of dabbling in dark power.”

      Eliesmore shivered.

      “Take heart.” Idrithar smiled as he stood. “We escaped; enjoy the glory of the mountains.”

      Eliesmore took another deep breath of pure mountain air, watching his companions. Yamier had already located a pile of wood and was starting a fire while he sang to himself. Wekin helped him, squatting and blowing on the flames. Optimistic laughed with Visra on the riverbank; they sat with their feet in the water. Visra was more naked than clothed. Eliesmore shook his head at her mannerisms. The dark cloud that hung over the Green Company, particularly the Iaens, since they entered the west seemed to have shattered. Eliesmore rolled his shoulders back; his heart felt lighter. He searched for Dathiem and Glashar; they were nowhere to be seen, but Zhane and Arldrine walked out of the river together, spreading their cloaks on rocks to dry.

      Eliesmore took a step toward the fire when he saw Ellagine and turned toward her. She sat on a slope, facing the way they had come and watching. Expression had drifted from her face; she seemed to be closed in her own inner world, a place Eliesmore found impossible to penetrate. He sat down beside her, watching her face change as she met his eyes. Her cheeks sloped upwards, and her lips curved; they were poised between a genuine smile and a gentle acknowledgment of his presence. Her cloak was gone, and her long, green arms were bare. Eliesmore felt a keen desire to stroke her arm. His face turned hot with awareness.

      “I know why,” he told her, offering conversation.

      She startled. Her eyes roamed his face as if she had no idea what he was talking about. “Why?”

      “Remember our conversation in the Holesmoles?” He tapped his fingers on his knee. “I know why I am doing this and why I want to be the One. It’s clear now.”

      Ellagine’s eyes drifted to his fingers. She lifted a hand, tucking her hair behind her ear. Eliesmore watched her, thinking of how lovely she looked with her large, pointed ears.

      “You know why,” she repeated, smiling, her face lightening up like the first blossoms of spring, bringing hope to the air. “I am glad to hear it. You don’t have to tell me, Eliesmore.” She paused, letting his name hover on her tongue. “I can see, in your eyes, something has changed. Now you are pulling from your inner strength. Good. You will need it.”

      A bittersweet joy rippled through his body and, with a surge of boldness, Eliesmore lifted his hand and took hers in it. Instead of pulling away like he expected, she squeezed his hand.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three weeks passed as the Green Company traveled far into the Cascade Mountains. They knew the woísts, and likely the Rakhai, were on their trail. Idrithar pushed them hard during the day, causing them to shake from exertion when they cast themselves down at night. There were no complaints because the cold beauty of the mountains captivated their senses. They were alive. They were together. And they traveled unhindered toward their destination.

      Eliesmore enjoyed the raw beauty of the mountains as he trudged with the company. The chill in their air made it comfortable to wear their long cloaks, which seemed to become lined with fur the colder it became. Their packs became lighter as they traveled because they were running low on supplies. In the mountains, many plants and dumb animals ran freely, providing plenty of small game for the company to catch and eat. Talking animals hid themselves; they were living in fear of the Black Steeds.

      “We’ll be getting to the heights soon, and then it will be cold,” Zhane announced one morning as the company was eating rabbit meat.

      “I thought we had come through mountains heights already,” Wekin said, licking his lips.

      “But look, those are higher.” Zhane pointed with his dagger.

      “The heights are called Dranagin Land because they live under mountains,” Idrithar added, tossing a bone into the fire.

      “We will not see them,” Zhane assured the company. “They don’t come out because of the cold and snow.”

      “Have you ever seen them?” Arldrine asked, a bemused grin on her face.

      “Once.” Idrithar’s eyes took on a faraway look. “We took the path down into the mountains and saw two of them.”

      “One is a giant among dranagins,” Zhane broke in, “its very foot could crush all of us in one step.”

      “At least we don’t have to go near them,” Optimistic said.

      “Only over them,” added Dathiem. One hand stroked Glashar’s thigh; he was not ashamed of his public displays of affection.  “Even I have done that.”

      “What is after the mountains?” Eliesmore pulled the meat off a bone and popped it his mouth, inwardly expressing gratitude for Yamier’s cooking methods.

      “The desert.” Idrithar picked up his pack, signaling it was time to go.

      The company finished eating and collected their things. “We will need to stock up on food if we will be going through a desert,” Yamier remarked with his mouth full.

      “We will gather as we go,” Idrithar responded. He walked up and around rocks, his cloak billowing out behind him.

      The blue sky spread above them like an unfurling scroll. Dumb animals called to each other in their languages, birds flew overhead, and some sang in the distance. Slopes pointed upward to higher summits with evergreen forests covering them like a warm fur. Jagged rocks and round boulders, along with green grass turning straw brown, rose up beside them, serving as lookout points. Fresh air seeped around them, going and coming with the soft, feathery wind.

      That evening, the company camped on top of a mountain slope before they climbed the next day. Eliesmore sat down on a rock, dropping his pack on the ground. Yamier had not gotten permission to start a fire from their lofty height, so they ate dried meat instead.

      “One day,” said Wekin, chewing as the company sat in a circle. “We’ll have bacon to eat and sausage.”

      “My mouth is watering already,” Yamier commented.

      “You better not get any ideas,” Idrithar said, “we won't be off the mountains for at least a month, and there is no finding bacon here.”

      Wekin started to sigh and then stopped. He grew quiet. Eliesmore wondered what plan was forming in his mind.

      It soon became dark. “Rest,” Zhane called, “we have a long climb tomorrow.”

      “I’ll take first watch,” Glashar volunteered, as usual.

      Eliesmore curled up in his cloak behind a rock with Yamier, Wekin, and Optimistic. As he closed his eyes, he heard Wekin whisper to Yamier, “We can hunt wild boar on my watch.”

      “Really? It’ll be unlikely if we find any. Even if we do, we don’t have bows and arrows,” Yamier whispered back, his voice soaked in sleep.

      “Just think: we’ll have bacon if we do,” Wekin said to the stars.

      Eliesmore fell asleep laughing quietly to himself. He didn’t wake until hours later when he heard voices. He opened his eyes and saw Idrithar herding two people back to camp. “Imagine that,” Idrithar rebuked, “going to hunt wild boar at this time of night. You two go back to sleep. I’ll keep watch.”

      “That was good Yamier,” Wekin mumbled, “in spite of the fact we didn’t catch anything. Let’s do it again.”

      “Oh, Wekin.” Yamier chuckled to himself as he drifted off to sleep.

      Zhane woke them in the morning to an early meal of mocholeach, much to Wekin’s dismay.

      The face of a cliff loomed over them, promising a difficult climb.

      “Are we going all the way up there today?” Wekin inquired.

      “Yes.” Idrithar grunted, preoccupied with studying how they were to get up.

      “Will it be too hard for you Wekin?” Arldrine questioned, and Eliesmore could tell she was teasing him again.

      “If I were an Ezinck, I could be up there faster than even you,” Wekin retorted.

      The five Crons went first, the three Iaen followed, and last of all, Arldrine went with the two Tiders. As they climbed, Eliesmore began to feel a vague sense of evil. A dark cloud was rising from the south and moving toward them. Because of the mountains, Eliesmore could not tell whether the cloud was on the ground or above them. As he continued to climb, vestiges of the mind-numbing fear he’d experienced in the Holesmoles began to return. He strained his ears as the day wore on, hearing nothing aside from ignorant bird song, which was soon hushed away by a heavy silence. Eliesmore wished they were on flat land with Fastshed and company. With a pang, he wondered what had happened to the horses.

      When it was nearly too dark to go on, the company reached the top of the cliff. They collapsed on the dusty, brown ground with their arms and legs aching. Glashar stood at the edge, rotating south, west, north, and east. “We must go on tonight,” she announced. “Danger is coming.”

      Arldrine and Zhane joined Glashar.

      Zhane put his hand on his sword hilt.

      “I don’t think it’s the woísts,” Arldrine remarked.

      “What is it then?” Wekin inquired.

      And then they all heard it. A long, distant, eerie howl, which echoed and reechoed off the mountains. All were frozen and quiet. The joy of the past three weeks melted away.

      Eliesmore shut his eyes and then opened them again. Going on was harder than he thought; all the Rakhai did was chase them and come too close. He felt different about this time. They had no horses to carry them out of danger. There was no sea to run into or a Cave of Disappearance. This time they were trapped. Realization dawned on the company, and they looked to each other for courage.

      Fog rolled across the slope in the morning, the rocks picking up the distant echo of horse hooves. This time, Eliesmore doubted it was Fastshed and company. Idrithar picked up the pace, and they broke into a run, dashing through small clumps of grass and leaving a cloud of dust behind them. The sunlight burned away the fog, allowing Eliesmore to see a sharp drop off and a ravine.

      An eerie howl drifted toward them, and Idrithar slowed down, turning to face them.

      “Should we fight or run?” Zhane asked.

      “The gorge is up ahead,” Idrithar answered.

      “We should run to it,” Dathiem called.

      As the thunder came nearer, Eliesmore turned to look. He was surprised to see the Rakhai galloping toward them.

      “Weapons out,” called Glashar.

      “To the gorge.” Idrithar bounded away.

      The Rakhai howled and came on, their black cloaks flying as they galloped hard on their horses; they were ready to trample the company underfoot. The next few moments blurred as Eliesmore ran. He heard shouts and the clang of swords as the Rakhai stormed into their midst. He saw Dathiem leap off the edge and climb into the gorge.

      A frantic shout went up from the left side, and Eliesmore spun, seeing a black horse rearing with an arrow in it. A Monrage rode beside him with a hand reaching for him. Her fingers were like claws. Her voice buzzed in his head: Give us the Green Stone.

      Eliesmore’s heart beat wildly as he skidded to a stop. He spun, his eyes taking in a Monrage fighting Optimistic. Optimistic let an arrow fly and ran toward the gorge. The Monrage jumped off her horse and threw her sword, tripping Optimistic. He went down hard on a rock, ripping his tunic as he fell. The bag with the Green Stone rolled out into plain view.

      “No!” Optimistic shrieked, his hands pushing himself off the dusty ground as he scrambled toward the stone. The Monrage lifted a booted foot and kicked Optimistic in the side. His face went white with pain as he rolled toward the edge. With a final push, the Monrage sent him over into the gorge.

      Eliesmore felt as if his old wound had been torn open and put on fire as the Monrage strode back toward the Green Stone. He ran and dived, ignoring the bruises and scrapes as he slid across the rocky ground. He reached the Green Stone first and snatched it up. He stood up, turning to run. Instead, he felt the strong arm of a Monrage scoop him up on her horse. The horse took off running alongside the gorge. Eliesmore struggled to get away, legs kicking and one arm flailing as he punched and scratched. Terror rose up, and he yelled, reaching for his sword. The Monrage’s arm around his waist felt like iron. She continued to squeeze until Eliesmore felt his ribs crack, pain exploding across his torso. For a moment, Eliesmore couldn’t breathe. Then he screamed.

      Eliesmore’s fingers closed around his sword hilt; he pulled while pain ripped through his chest. Striking out blindly, he pushed the sword toward the Monrage, hearing the sickening sucking sound as it slid into her side. A violent hiss erupted, the arm holding Eliesmore loosened, and he fell hard with the Jeweled Sword in one hand and the  Green Stone in the other. Gasping for breath, he ran, tasting blood in his mouth. Ellagine stood over the edge of the cliff, screaming his name. One of her hands held back the onslaught of the Monrages while the other reached for him. Gathering his strength, Eliesmore hurled himself toward her and jumped.
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      April. Year 943. (6 months ago).

      

      “What did I say?” He pounded his pitchfork on the stone as he screamed at his eleven daughters. “What, specifically, did I say?”

      “Chase him.” One trembled as she spoke with her eyes cast downward.

      “Make him fear us.” Another added.

      “But do not kill him.” A third uttered.

      “Exactly!” He exploded. “I said DO NOT KILL HIM! And what did you do? Put a sword through his body. It is imperative that he lives. In time, he will be our ally, but you must frighten him into submission. Listen well. I have appointed you the protectors of the Green Company. Chase them. Tease them. Torture them, but do not kill them. How will he trust us if we kill his companions? Go to the Constel Heights, and then, only then, will you lead him to me in Daygone.”

      They were stupid. He’d taken too much of their minds and their free will. He’d tried to keep them from revolting and sought to keep them as his submissive servants, unlike Magdela, who had gone rogue. He approved of her, but he missed her two-faced betrayal. She had been his masterpiece, his ultimate decoy. But now he needed to trust his daughters; they had to do his bidding in order for his plan to succeed. It would be much easier to draw the power from Eliesmore than to attempt to dissolve the Green Stone. Besides, it would not work if he tried to dissolve it. Only Eliesmore could dissolve the Green Stone, a fact he’d been bitterly angry to discover. It meant he had to wait, years and years, while time flittered away from him and his brother and sister grew impatient.

      “Father?” one asked.

      “Never call me that,” he barked at her. It was imperative the mortals did not know they were blood of his blood.

      “How should we track them? They have powerful mortals and immortals traveling with them.”

      “The same blood that runs through your veins runs through one of theirs. Use the bloodline to find and track them.”

      They looked at him. They were too stupid to be surprised.

      “Listen. Be sure you cross the Jaded Sea before the company does. We must make it look like we are obeying the wishes of my brother and sister. Attack them and drive them into the mountains, but keep them away from my sister, lest she senses them coming. If they pass too close to her domain, she will take the Green Stone, and we will be left in ruin. Do whatever it takes.”

      They nodded, fingers twitching.

      “Go,” he thundered at them. “Before I punish you!”

      As they fled, he watched their dark figures fleeing in and out of the shadows, and he remembered when their mother had returned to him thirteen years after the birth of their first child.
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      He woke later. His first breath was a gasp of pain before air slid through his body. One hand clenched the bag holding the Green Stone while the other he used to touch his chest. It was wrapped in a bandage, but his Jeweled Sword had been returned to its resting place by his side. Above him, sloped rock melded into stalagmites hanging from the ceiling, and he jerked, thinking he was back in the Holesmoles. As he turned his head, he could see daylight streaming in from a crack about a foot wide and four feet long. With relief, he remembered they were in a cave in the gorge, hiding from the Rakhai.

      Zhane sat by the crack; his eyes watched the scenery outside of the cave. One arm was wrapped tightly around Arldrine’s waist. Her leg was bandaged and propped up on a rock. Her eyes were downcast as she focused on cleaning her dagger.

      Eliesmore drew in a sharp breath; the flutter of terror passed over his heart as his eyes fell on the next person. Idrithar lay flat on his back. His eyes were closed, and his face was pale. It was a sight Eliesmore had never seen. He could not recall ever seeing Idrithar sleep. Seeing him cast down meant something was quite wrong.

      Visra lay on her stomach. Her wings were stretched out, although one was bent in half as if someone with powerful hands had reached up and snapped it. Either she was asleep or she had gone deep within herself because she lay still as death. Perhaps she was dead. Eliesmore shuddered.

      Yamier and Wekin had been propped against a boulder, keeping them in a sitting position even as they slept. A bandage covered Wekin’s head while Yamier’s eyes stared, unblinking, as if he were being drawn into a horrific trance.

      Glashar’s face was white, her shoulder was bandaged, and her large eyes blinked as if she could keep the pain away. One hand was entwined in Dathiem’s. Dathiem’s face was haggard and drawn. It was as if he had expended all of his strength.

      Eliesmore turned his head, attempting to keep the pain from jabbing his innards again. Ellagine was curled up in a corner; most of her tinted, transparent hair covered her face. Whether she was wounded or not, Eliesmore could not tell.

      Last, he searched for Optimistic, whose tunic was ripped open and his shirt was stained with blood. He appeared more bruised than wounded.

      The Rakhai had attacked at last. There was no time to rest and heal; Eliesmore could feel the power of the Green Stone pulsing in his hands. It was time to rise and time to dissolve the Green Stone and be done with his first quest. Instead of fear, he felt anger rise up, and he squeezed the stone in frustration.

      He recalled his flight from the Holesmoles and his thoughts as he climbed out of the depths while the great beast roared behind him. What was the beast? Was it coming for them? How would he dissolve the Green Stone if the Changers lay in wait? He could not fight the Rakhai. How could he expect to fight greater beings like the Changers? If they guarded the fountain where the Green Stone would be dissolved, he would have to fight his way past them. He would be killed, the Green Company would be ripped to shreds, and the last thread of hope for the South World would be broken.

      Laying there and observing his companions, he found it easy to see how the world belonged to the Changers. What were they waiting for? What were the Rakhai waiting for? A thought he had never thought before came to his mind. What if this were all a trap? What if he was a pawn in an elaborate game? Frustration overcame him, and he continued to squeeze the stone until he passed out again.

      As the night wore on, Eliesmore felt something shining. He opened his eyes, thinking it was daylight. Instead, he found himself in a vision. A pale green light flowed from his hands, and when he lifted them, he saw he was holding the Green Stone. The light from it flowed like a cord from a vine, its ends wrapping around the company. The first vine twirled around him, covering his bandages until he felt his bones meld back together. Just before he felt his ribs seal together, the vine dropped away, leaving his healing incomplete.

      The vine drifted across the silver glow of the cave, curling around Arldrine’s feet. Eliesmore could see her as the Rakhai chased her down. She lifted her bow; a horse reared and kicked out at her. She ducked, spinning out of the way, only to be run over by another horse. It trod on her foot, smashing bone and ligaments as she screamed. The green light lessened the pain; it stretched her foot out, bringing the bones to the brink of recovery.

      Four Monrages had surrounded Idrithar, hemming him in and taunting him. They tossed black light at him and laughed as he tried to fight all of them at once. One reached out, grabbed his heart with her hands, found the core of his desires, and drank them until she was full. When they kicked him over the edge, his mind was broken and his power was dormant. As he slept, a golden light filled his mind, wrapping him in peace.

      Zhane felt his confidence build; he had been through worst. He would lead the company through the mountain of fire and on to the Constel Heights. They would succeed.

      Wekin had run with Yamier, the Rakhai behind them, hurling fireballs into their heads. Wekin remembered the world exploding and his sight going dark. When he woke, his eyes hurt, and his head ached with the burning of an undying fire. As the vines reached him, the roar subsided into a pulsing dullness.

      Yamier had no memories. He saw a light. Silver. Gold. Black. Green. As the vine curled around his foot, his thoughts took form; he recalled his name. He knew who he was. He was a hunter, and a smile touched his lips as he dreamed of chasing wild boar on the mountains.

      Glashar had heard the crunch of bone shattering and turned to see Arldrine screaming in agony. Turning away from the edge, Glashar ran to save Arldrine. As Glashar reached a hand out, a boulder smashed into her shoulder, ripping her socket out of joint. The impact happened too quickly for her to do anything. She froze, her face turning white, with her mouth wide open. Dathiem was there, snatching her up with one arm and reaching for Arldrine with the other. As the light caressed her face, she felt the pain in her shoulder fade, leaving only stiffness.

      Visra was flying when one of the black balls of fire ripped into her. She laughed through the pain, waving her sword and diving. How she miscalculated, she did not know; her reach was impeccable. Without warning, the power of flight forsook her. She crashed into the ground, one of her wings bending and snapping as the Rakhai galloped away. She sprained her arm as she rolled over into the gorge. The vines threaded over her wing, folding it back into place and allowing it to heal.

      The vine slide around Optimistic’s waist, finding the bruise from the nasty kick from the Monrages. No bones were broken; his cuts and bruises would heal if they were given time.

      Dathiem woke with a start. He and Zhane, who kept watch, had come out of the fray unharmed. Dathiem squinted. His eyes followed the green light as it rippled and disappeared, curling back up within itself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Silver light danced across the cave, twirling between the stalagmites, as Eliesmore opened his eyes. He still held the stone in his hand, and he looked down at the bag, curious about what had transpired that night. His eyes met Optimistic. “The Green Stone.” Eliesmore held it up.

      Optimistic smiled as he scooted over. “Thank you for saving it. I tried…” He shrugged, the smile sliding his face. “If it hadn’t been for you, I fear what would have happened.”

      Eliesmore blew out his breath, handing the stone to Optimistic. “You are the Keeper. This belongs to you.”

      “What happened last night?” Zhane spoke from the far side, and Eliesmore noticed they were all awake. “There was a green light. Was that you, Ellagine?”

      Ellagine sat cross-legged against the back of a wall; she seemed unharmed as she shook her hair back. “No, I am not a Healer. I thought Dathiem recovered some lost healing resources.”

      “No.” Dathiem raised his eyebrows. “I felt it, too.”

      “It was not a power I have felt before,” Idrithar spoke softly, his eyes half shut. “I think there is another explanation for this.”

      “What is it?” Wekin touched his head as if it hurt to speak. “Are there other White Steeds out there with power?”

      “Nay,” Idrithar hushed him. “It means the balance is swaying; the powers are awakening. It means it is time for us to go to the Constel Heights.”

      As if confirming his words, Optimistic took the Green Stone out of the bag. Cupping it in his hands, he admired the light drifting from it. Eliesmore, who was closest, looked over, and he thought he detected a silver line running across the stone. Was the stone waking up? A thrill of anticipation surged through Eliesmore. Before he could ask further questions, Optimistic hid the stone, and the moment was gone.

      “The Rakhai are still out there,” Zhane said. “On the far side of the canyon.”

      “We have to go another way,” Arldrine remarked. “We cannot face them again.”

      “Where will we go?” Yamier paused rummaging through his pack; he was counting portions of food.

      “We shall walk under the mountain of fire.” Idrithar grunted. “The entrance can be reached through this cave. We must go stealthily, lest the dranagins awake.”

      “Dranagins,” Wekin whispered, his eyes shining.

      “Dranagins,” Yamier echoed.

      Dranagins. They were great lizard-like beasts with the power to spew fire from their snouts. Tales spoke of a dranagin’s ability to fly; it was rumored that dranagins, unlike Wyverns, had the capacity to speak the common tongue.

      Eliesmore crawled across the smooth cave floor toward Ellagine, biting his lip in pain as his half-healed ribs poked his soft insides.

      “Did they hurt you?” He eased up beside her, leaning against the cool wall.

      She raised her thin eyebrows. The silver reflection of the cave cast odd hues on the slope of her cheekbones.

      “No.” Her gaze pinpointed the crack where daylight filtered in. “There has been a shift in the balance of power. I have been gone too long. It’s fading.”

      “What powers?” He attempted to catch her eyes. She lifted her chin, refusing to look at him.

      “The power of the Iaens. It was foretold that if the Iaens are gone from the lands of Shimla for too long, their powers will weaken and fade. I feel it happening to me.” She lifted a hand, watching the green hue. It did not shine with the same potency. “The Rakhai are gaining power; we are losing. I cannot go much farther with you, Eliesmore.” At her last words, she dropped her brave stance, her dark eyes meeting his. “Mortality reaches out a hand to strike. I’d hoped perhaps the old laws would roll back and give us grace.”

      “There is grace,” he assured her, thinking of the Green Stone. “We are close to the Constel Heights.”

      “I do not speak of the quest to dissolve the Green Stone because when you succeed, you will balance the powers of light and darkness, bringing a great war between the mortals and immortals. Nay, I speak of my own power. I was not attacked; I was not hurt because I cannot hurt them back. I have nothing left to give.”

      “Ellagine,” he breathed. It seemed as if a claw of evil hung about him, sucking the power of light from the air.

      “I don’t tell you this to frighten you,” she said quickly, straightening. “You know why you are going on the quest, and with that decision comes knowledge. You have heard tales of heroes, but the lore of the world and the ways of the wicked have been hidden from you, with good reason. You do not want to know all the hidden secrets of the dark, but beware lest they lead you to devastation.”

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to speak and closed it, unsure of what else to say.
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      “Lead the way, Zhane,” Idrithar suggested after they had rested another day.

      The dim ray of sunrise cast shadowy hues across the cave, making the silver rock dance like a jeweled chandelier.

      Zhane weaved his way to the back of the cave while the company gathered their packs, doing their best to ignore half-healed wounds. Wekin had carved Arldrine a crutch; she leaned on it as she limped forward. The rest wore fresh bandages as they gritted their teeth, determined to travel through the pain.

      Zhane ran his hands over rock. He tapped some and put his ear on others, listening. At last, he paused at the boulder Eliesmore had leaned upon when he was talking to Ellagine. Placing his hands on the surface, Zhane pushed. The stone rolled away, revealing a square opening. “Watch your head,” he warned the company. Ducking, he stepped across.

      Yamier and Wekin were the first to follow, doing little to mask the curious grins on their faces. Optimistic hopped across, and Eliesmore followed. His eyes were wide as he stepped over the threshold onto a path. The pathway zigzagged through the mountain, widening as it went. The sides dropped away in a sharp incline, rolling down into the depths hundreds of feet below them. As they walked, Eliesmore found his eyes drawn upwards. Unlike the Holesmoles, the mountain of fire was full of light. Silver stalagmites hung down in clumps, reflecting silver and gold. At times, hints of rubies and green emeralds stood out, while it seemed flecks of silver covered the path.

      “Dranagin scales,” Zhane noted when Wekin picked them up, holding them to the light.

      “If there were a trade route, we’d be rich,” Yamier announced, snatching up a handful and dropping it into his pack.

      “Are there jewels down there?” Wekin tiptoed to the edge, peering over.

      “Do you plan to come back here to hunt?” Optimistic chuckled, his aura of ease imbuing the air with peace.

      Wekin’s eyes sparkled.

      “Treasure. Jewels.” Dathiem spoke up. “Yes, you can find them here. If you want them, you need to go through the dranagins. What are you going to do about them?”

      A ball of white smoke appeared above them, stretching into a ring before disappearing.

      “What was that?” Eliesmore exclaimed.

      “The dranagins have smoking contests,” Idrithar called from the rear of the company. “Never fear; they rarely come up here, but when the big one moves, the ground shakes. It is best to stay away from the edge.” Even as he spoke, he tripped, sending a scattering of rocks and scales rolling down the mountainside.

      “Idrithar.” Arldrine gasped, eyeing him with worry.

      “’Tis nothing,” he waved her concern away. “My balance is not what it was.”

      When evening fell, the company collapsed with exhaustion. Eliesmore’s ribs were sore, and he could see pain mirrored on everyone else’s faces. He sank down on the path, gasping for breath. Dathiem moved from one to the other, changing bandages and dropping a word of encouragement here and there. Zhane and Ellagine remained upright, keeping watch through the night.

      Billows of smoke continued to rise above the Green Company as they walked through the mountain of fire. Once they heard a dull roar, shaking the ground, but they walked on. Eliesmore held out his hands for balance, watching the silver stalagmites shiver from the vibrations. A note rang out, high and sweet. “The song of the mountain,” Zhane told them.

      “It’s beautiful,” Optimistic breathed, lifting his face.

      Eliesmore listened as the roar came again and the song bellowed out like chimes, cascading down upon them like a waterfall. The song made him forget his aches and pains; it thudded below his feet, winding into his heart as he walked.

      As evening fell, Dathiem announced, “The path ends soon; we will be out tomorrow.”

      “One day,” Wekin remarked. “I will come back here.”

      The Green Company relaxed, sitting down on the path to rest for the night. As they unwrapped leaves of mocholeach, a mushroom of fire and smoke blasted up from beneath the mountain, searing them with heat. Eliesmore jumped back, bumping into Optimistic as if he’d been burned.

      Idrithar stood, leaning over the edge as he walked a few paces back the way they had come. "The dranagins are waking up." As if responding, another mushroom of fire billowed up, and a roar vibrated in the deep as the air shifted. "We should leave!" Idrithar sprang back as a high-pitched screech echoed.

      A vibration shook the ground. Eliesmore pitched forward as he stood, losing his footing as his companions began to shout.

      “Run!”

      “Idrithar, stand back.”

      “Move.”

      “Hurry.”

      A rift split across the path, cutting Idrithar and Arldrine off from the company. Zhane pushed Eliesmore and Optimistic ahead as he turned back to help them.

      Visra spread her wings to lift off. A frown covered her face as her broken wing collapsed limply against her back. More cracks appeared under their feet. The gap separating Arldrine and Idrithar was widening.

      “Go!” Idrithar called. “Don’t wait.”

      "Come on," Zhane beckoned, encouraging them to leap across.

      Arldrine took a running start, jumping across the break in the path as a second roar split the air. This time they all heard the beating of wings as a creature rose toward them.

      Eliesmore ran, looking back to see if his companions were coming. He caught a glimpse of the beast as it wheeled above them. A tail swung through the air, bursting a cluster of silver stalactites. They crashed toward the path above Idrithar.

      “Idrithar,” Wekin screamed. “Watch out.”

      Idrithar leaped as the stalactites disintegrated into crystal and fell. The path groaned as it opened wider like a yawning mouth.

      Eliesmore froze, watching the crystals.

      Idrithar landed on both feet as another roar ripped through the mountain. A mushroom of fire went up, clouding the air with smoke. A winged beast twirled through the smoke. Its great claws reached out as it snatched at Idrithar. Eliesmore could see the defeat on Idrithar’s face. “Go. Don’t look for me.”

      The crystals shattered across the path, the road split, and the dranagin roared. It seemed to Eliesmore that Idrithar folded his arms across his chest and leaped into the gap in the road as the dranagin flew above him.

      A numbness consumed Eliesmore as he stared. Faintly he heard a terrible screaming echo and reecho through the mountain of fire.

      “No, no, no!” Wekin shrieked. “Idrithar! Come back!”

      Zhane grabbed Arldrine. “We must go on. Run.” His words came out weak, and his face was pale.

      Eliesmore sank down on the path. He felt Optimistic grab his shoulder, pulling him back up. “We mustn’t stop,” Optimistic told him in a broken voice.

      “Run,” Zhane whispered. Everyone was frozen and stunned, staring down at the place where Idrithar had fallen. “Líhíthír,” Zhane commanded in Iaen.

      Dathiem took the lead as they stumbled forward, gaining speed as grief swept through them. Eliesmore’s ribs were sore as he ran, feeling as if a beast had sat on his heart. After all they had been through and after all the dangers, Idrithar was gone. Gone. The word burned his brain like hot tongs of fire. The horrible nightmare played and replayed in his mind. The path split open. The crystals fell. The dranagin dived. Idrithar fell.

      He wished it were a vision as the Green Company ran out of the mountain into the dampness of the night. They moved onward beneath the stars. They continued as fire lit up the mountains. The ground continued to vibrate under their feet, and Eliesmore let his thoughts fade.

      Much later, he heard Dathiem say, “We have to stop soon, Zhane; everyone is too tired to go on.”

      Zhane hung his head, taking deep shuddering breaths. “You’re right. We have traveled all night.”

      Eliesmore threw himself down on a soft patch of grass. When he woke, his companions were still sleeping. Glashar kept watch. Her large eyes were concerned as she glanced at him, giving him the briefest nod of acknowledgment.

      Eliesmore ate some dried meat as he climbed to a high ledge to observe his surroundings. He felt a lump in his throat as he surveyed the blue sky. It seemed much closer than usual, almost as if he could reach out and touch it. To the west, a group of dark clouds covered the sky; beyond them, white peaks glistened in daylight. These were sights Idrithar would never see again. Again, the nightmare rose before his eyes. The path split open. The crystals fell. The dranagin dived.

      Eliesmore crossed his arms, shivering in the face of despair as he kept watch. His companions woke and ate at intervals before passing out again, yet the temptation of more sleep did not sway him. As the day was drawing to a close, Eliesmore heard a distant sound coming from the mountain of fire. Howls echoed through the foothills, arousing a strong determination within him. He clenched his fists. Not this time. “Wothemoc,” he called.

      Zhane shook himself awake; his eyes were red, and his face was drawn. He stroked his chin before bowing his head in remembrance.

      “The Rakhai are out there. It sounds like they are traveling in the mountains of fire,” Eliesmore informed Zhane.

      Zhane nodded, running his fingers through his hair. “We should go then.”

      Arldrine limped up to him; she’d lost her crutch somewhere in the tussle. Standing tall, she made a fist and placed it on her breast. “Not without a moment of silence for Idrithar.”

      “Aye.” Zhane nodded his head.

      Eliesmore climbed down from the ledge as the ten members of the Green Company came together in a circle. Eliesmore put his hand on his heart and bowed his head. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Yamier and Wekin brushing away tears. Optimistic's face was a mixture of shock and disbelief. A deep sorrow consumed them as they stood in silence, accepting with bitter regret the loss of their leader, one of the Wise Ones, Idrithar the Cron.

      Dathiem was the first to open his eyes and raise his head. He began to sing a mournful lament. Optimistic joined him. Their sonorous voices carried the somber tune through the air. Eliesmore felt the lament deep in his heart. He opened his mouth. He knew which words his tongue should sing next. He reached out a hand, placing it on Optimistic’s shoulder. He placed the other on Zhane’s shoulder. Optimistic copied his movements until they stood as one with their voices and arms entwined as they mourned the loss of a fellow White Steed.

      As they sang, Eliesmore saw the stars in the sky go out one by one like a candle losing its flame. A dark cloud covered the heavens, and a strong wind began to blow. When the last note died away, all that was left was a cloud of darkness, and the Green Company felt their hearts heavy with sadness. Across the misty mountains, dark and cold, snow began to fall, thick and fast.
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      Dathiem stood on a mountain slope, shivering in the cold as he kept watch. He wished for a draught of wine to keep him warm. Since the loss of Idrithar, they’d traveled for days into the cold and snow. They had been lucky to find a grove of trees to rest in. It kept out the driving wind. Dathiem rubbed his hands, blew on them, and tucked them into his cloak as he watched the white world dance around him. The snow would only get worse the farther they went.

      He felt a presence behind him. Thinking it was Glashar, he turned to find Arldrine. She limped to a fallen log outside of the camp and perched on it, letting the snowflakes settle on her hands and feet.

      Dathiem took in her appearance. Like the rest, she was thin, weary from travel, and he could see the telltale signs of pain behind her eyes. He moved to join her. “Winds are strong,” he remarked. “More snow is coming.”

      Arldrine nodded and pulled her cloak tighter around herself. “I’m not sure what to do anymore.”

      A cold shadow passed over Dathiem at her words. “What do you mean?”

      “Dathiem,” Arldrine began again. “You are one of Zhane’s closest friends. He is our leader now, and I don’t know how to tell him.” Her voice broke off, and she turned to stare at the effects of the wind.

      “Ah,” Dathiem replied; he understood what she was trying to say. “Give me your foot.”

      Arldrine sighed, lifting her leg onto his lap. “Dathiem, I can’t walk much longer. I can’t go on. I need to stop here in the mountains and get better. The company has to go on without me. I’m slowing us down, but how can I tell Zhane?”

      Dathiem took his time answering as he re-bandaged Arldrine’s foot. “You’re right; you shouldn’t be walking on it. You will have a permanent limp if you don’t stop.”

      Arldrine bit her lip. “I don’t want to leave.”

      “I can’t do more for you; my healing supplies are exhausted. I’m sorry,” Dathiem said. “You need to talk to him. Tell Zhane.”

      “How? How?” Arldrine whispered to the wind.

      Silence.

      “Dathiem.” Arldrine clasped her hands in her lap. “How do you do it with Glashar?”

      “Do what?” Dathiem furrowed his brows, not comprehending the question.

      “Love her and stay focused on the quest?” Arldrine asked in a rush, wisps of cold air wafting from her mouth.

      A small smile came to Dathiem’s lips. “How do you breathe and walk? It’s simple. You think too much and too hard. Let your worries go. Let it be.”

      Arldrine folded her fingers into fists. Her face took on a look of misery. She dropped her eyes. “I can’t. I don’t know how.”

      Dathiem said nothing. He sat beside her and stared out into the white world. He wondered how devastated Zhane would feel when Arldrine told him. He found his eyes straying toward Glashar, who wasn’t sleeping but listening instead. Always listening. She couldn’t use her shoulder. The power of the Iaens was fading in the west.
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      From that day onward, things gradually grew worse for the company as they traveled deeper into the snowy mountains. August deepened into September, and the days went by, one the same as the other. Eliesmore watched the twinkling stars go out, one by one, just like a candle, as a dark cloud covered them. Winds blew strong and cold across the barren land. It was mixed with a dizzying blur of snowflakes.

      They lost the Rakhai, and howls no longer echoed through the mountains. The company had a rough time going through what seemed like a wall of snow. The three Iaens and Arldrine could walk above it while the others had to waddle their way through it. Often, they spent nights in a grove of trees sheltered from the wind. If they didn’t find shelter, they would press on, never taking the risk of freezing to death in the snow. But then the trees started growing farther and farther apart, and seldom did a night pass in which they would not have to walk further in order to find protection. Eliesmore longed for a hot, dry desert; he was tired of being cold and wet.

      One day, Glashar announced she saw woísts in the distance. They still had not healed from the attack of the Rakhai; Dathiem had said they weren’t resting enough and were traveling too much. He had run out of medicinal plants and could do nothing more. The cold and wet snow only made the healing process slower.

      As Eliesmore pushed through the snow that day, he thought if they ever did get out, it wouldn’t be without a fight with the woísts while being half frozen. He wondered how the woísts had caught up with them and if the Rakhai had sent them. Eliesmore sighed. They were hungry, cold, wounded, and altogether miserable. Wekin and Yamier were the only ones who carried packs, which were only half full of frozen food. Eliesmore didn’t know what would sustain them when it was gone.

      Suddenly, a strong wind whipped up, blowing snow into their faces. Eliesmore put his head down, trying to keep the hard snow from hitting him. He heard Zhane shouting above the roar of the wind: “Single file! Follow me! Be careful to keep up!”

      Zhane pushed his way ahead, breaking a path for the others. Optimistic, Eliesmore, Wekin, Yamier, and Dathiem followed closely behind. Last came Arldrine, Ellagine, Visra, and Glashar. Soon the strong wind threatened to blow the company over. Eliesmore struggled in the wind. If it hadn’t been for the wall of snow, three feet tall on either side of them, he could not have kept his balance. His movements rolled into a blur as he kept putting one cold foot in front of the other. Time was as tedious as a relentless sun on a hot day. Suddenly he heard a cry; someone was shouting something in Iaen. It was one of the Idrains.

      Eliesmore jerked. His hand fumbled for his sword hilt. Were the woísts catching up? He tried to look, but all he could see was a world of white. His companions were gone. He took a deep breath, stopping the panic. “Zhane!” he called. And then he called, “Optimistic! Yamier! Wekin!” The wind threw his words back in his mouth almost before he could get them out.

      Again, Eliesmore heard a shout from behind: “I see it! I see it! Zhane, look up ahead!”

      What could be seen in the blinding wind? Eliesmore knew not, but he was grateful to find his companions still surrounded him, although they were unseen. He struggled to look ahead, tugging his cloak further over his head. His eyelids were frosted, and his body was numb with cold. Even so, he thought he saw a light. He blinked. It disappeared. He squinted as the wind lessened. After a few more feet, the snow ceased. His speed increased as he moved forward and the wind stopped altogether.

      Eliesmore looked ahead and forgot about Zhane and Optimistic in front of him. What he saw made him blink, draw a cold breath, and stare again. He saw a tree. It was about seven feet tall with thick branches stretched out like welcoming hands. Instead of leaves, it was loaded with golden brown fruit that shimmered against the white light of the snow. Out from the great tree shone the golden-brown light, and ten feet away from the tree, on all sides, there was green grass and warmth. Eliesmore could not tear his eyes away from it. Zhane, catching sight of the tree, ran, threw himself on his knees, and cast off the hood to his cloak. He kneeled there with his eyes closed and his head turned upward, bathing in the light.

      As the others caught up, Zhane opened his eyes and stood, beckoning them to come inside the circle of the tree and enjoy the warmth. Eliesmore and the others drew near, feeling the heat radiating out from the tree. Eliesmore took off his hood and stepped into the circle; instantly warmth like the summer sun engulfed him.

      “Come,” said Zhane, “we are at the tree before the very last miles. Come and eat and be warm before we go on.”

      Eliesmore picked a pear from the tree, feeling as if the light from the tree was radiating in him and thawing him from the constant chill. Bringing the pear to his mouth, he took a bite. Sweet nectar exploded in his mouth; some of it dripped down his chin as beauty, light, and warmth consumed him. When he finished it, he took another bite and another bite until he was forced out of his reprieve by Ellagine talking to Zhane.

      “Arldrine cannot walk on her foot anymore,” she said with her eyes downcast.  “There is nothing I can do for her.”
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      “Zhane,” Arldrine croaked out. Her lips were chapped, and her mouth was dry from the cold.

      He knelt by her side, reaching out to tuck her hood more securely around her face. “Please,” he whispered, “don’t look at me like that.”

      She shook her head, unable to stop her lips from quivering. “I can’t go on. I have to stay here.”

      He reached out his hands and gripped her arms as if he could heal her. His eyes grew wide in concern, and she could see him struggle to stay calm. “What will we do without you?” His voice broke, and he bent his head, looking away. When it was safe to go on, he continued. “Arldrine, we need you.”

      “I will only slow down the company. My foot is lame; I can’t run. You know me staying here gives Eliesmore his best chance.” She dropped a hand to his shoulder and squeezed it as if she could persuade him with a touch.

      Zhane, hearing the truth in her words, moved forward. He sat down beside her and pulled her into his lap, holding her tight while he buried his face in her shoulder. She stroked his head before wrapping her arms around him, returning the embrace. She allowed his warmth to envelop her like the fog on the mountains. This was a moment she would treasure, and she felt her iron will almost give in to the temptation as he held her.

      At last, he pulled back and sat up. “The woísts…”

      “Will the woísts come this way?” Arldrine inquired. “No, I think they are going a different way.”

      “But, Arldrine, what if they do come? You cannot fight them alone,” Zhane worried.

      “Nehíthermal.” Arldrine paused, turning away from his searching eyes. “Zhane, you are right, but I will delay you.”

      “Better to delay us than to be captured by woísts.” Zhane sank down once again, as if too weary to go on.

      Arldrine nudged him, still unable to look him in the eye. “Go. I will come if it will help the company. Just get everyone away from here. We have to keep moving.”

      “We should go,” Glashar called from where she stood next to Dathiem. “We should go now.”

      Arldrine stood up, balancing carefully on her lame leg. “Go ahead,” she encouraged Zhane. “I’ll be slow.”

      “Okay…” He reluctantly let go of her as if he didn’t believe her.

      Arldrine watched as the Green Company picked up their bags, hesitant to step into the brutal cold. She could already feel the tears in the back of her eyes; tears she refused to let fall. Instead, she slung her bow on her back, and as the snow hid her companions, she turned back to the tree and began to climb it. Dogged determination was all that was left as she swung from branch to branch. She could hear a long rank of deadly creatures marching through the ice and snow. Wedging herself on a tree branch, she took her bow, nocked an arrow in it, and waited.
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      Zhane felt a deep sense of foreboding as he led the Green Company back out into the cold. A blast of icy air slapped his face. Tugging his cloak over his eyes, he shielded his face. He glanced back to count the heads that followed him into the swirling white world. He was sure there were ten. He was certain Arldrine was there. If she could hold on a little longer, they would reach the Green World, where snow and ice could not drag them to a frozen death.

      He led them through snowdrifts as the wind howled like a monster trapped in a cage. He noted, with relief, that the drifts began to fade, and he stomped onward relentlessly. Taking one cold breath after the other, he waited and tested the air for the rich scent of fresh mud and rain to ensure he was on the right track. Sadness punched his chest as he was reminded of the times he and Idrithar, and sometimes Dathiem, had marched through the mountains. They were lost and unsure when they would be able to rest again. The first time he’d come upon the tree, it was a welcome surprise. They had been at their wits’ end. They were near frozen, out of food, and unaware of the respite the mountains brought. Zhane was sure there were other places like it, pockets of hope and healing in the mountains. He craned his head back, hoping to catch sight of Arldrine. It was too dark.

      Snow turned to rain, and the drifts changed to slush and mud, slick and slippery as they marched. A dark whisper echoed across the peaks; a chant drew nearer. Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil. A chant Zhane hoped had been swallowed in the Holesmoles with the monsters of darkness. Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      “Woísts!” Dathiem cried, his voice cutting clearly through the air.

      “They are coming from the north,” Ellagine called.

      Zhane cocked his head. “They haven’t seen us yet. Run,” he ordered, picking up the pace.

      He led them through the muck as the night consumed them. He took them into the land with short yellow grass and scarce underbrush.

      

      Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      The chanting of the woísts drew dangerously close, forcing Zhane to draw his sword. They materialized out of the darkness; a battleax whirled past Zhane's head. "Draw your swords," he roared. He moved into the shadows as the armed creatures leaped in front of him, one after the other. He drove his sword into the underarm of one; he kicked another down into the snowdrifts. An arrow flew by; he assumed it was from Glashar.

      As quickly as they had come, the creatures disappeared, as if they were called off by some invisible master. Zhane could still hear the army marching away, and he drew a cold breath. His muscles tightened.

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      As the chant faded, a cold shadow fell over Zhane, and he knew, even before he heard the rushing of a waterfall and led the company up the hidden path into the Green World. He knew, even as he touched their heads and counted them as he passed. Eliesmore and Optimistic. Yamier and Wekin. Dathiem and Glashar. Ellagine and Visra. He knew as he waited, his eyes widening as he looked back out. “Arldrine!” he shouted, letting his voice carry across the mountains. She wasn’t there. His chest heaved as he grabbed Ellagine’s shoulder. “Was she with us? Did she come with us?”

      Ellagine’s face fell; all signs of her pale green glimmer were gone. “She’s gone, Zhane,” she whispered.

      “No.” Zhane shook his head in disbelief. “No.”

      “Zhane, come rest,” Dathiem called.

      “I can’t!” Zhane snapped, a growing fury rising within him.

      He walked back to the entrance, shielding his eyes as he looked back out the way they had come. He hoped to see her creeping through the mud, coming to join them. But he knew it was too late, she was already gone.
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      Zhane stood above the waterfall, watching the water descend. It was a reminder, despite the unfortunate circumstances, that he had to be like the rushing waters; he had to move on. He cursed under his breath. He was still unable to believe Arldrine had disappeared from his life. He wanted to do right by her; he had meant to cherish and protect her, yet before he could make those vows, she had been ripped away. His fingers twitched. He needed to shed blood. He needed to fight.

      “Zhane.” Dathiem strode up beside him, crossing his arms.

      “You wouldn’t have any more wine by any chance?” Zhane asked, glancing at his friend.

      Dathiem bit his tongue. “Nay. I wish we’d loaded a barrel to drag behind us as we marched. This day would not appear as bleak.”

      Zhane nodded, wishing for the small comfort of a drink. “You and I have seen much good and evil.”

      “Aye.” Dathiem reached out, clasping a hand on Zhane’s shoulder. “This is an unfortunate turn of events. We can go back and search…”

      “I am tempted,” Zhane admitted. “We made a vow; we go forward. We are close to the Constel Heights.”

      Dathiem dropped his hand. His eyes were drawn to the waters.

      “Do you still think ill of the Iaen?” Zhane prompted.

      Dathiem’s head snapped up, his dark eyes wide as a blush began to cover his cheeks. “The Iaen?”

      “Yes, months ago when we started out you made dark allegations against them,” Zhane spread his hands as if it would jog Dathiem’s memory.

      Dathiem pulled his long braid over his shoulder. Unlike Zhane, he’d never cut his hair. “You were right, Zhane; there is nothing to fear from them, especially now. They have lost their powers here in the west. I’d say Eliesmore is free from their designs.”

      “Good.” Zhane gave a sigh of relief. “I hoped you would say as much. There is enough to deal with here without you going on a killing spree.”

      “Those days are done.” Dathiem scowled.

      “I am glad to hear those words from you,” Zhane repeated. He glanced down into the water again. “Let me sit here with my grief for a time; I must move past this before I am able to lead us on.”

      Dathiem reached out, and the two shared a quick embrace.

      “I am sorry, my friend,” Dathiem whispered.
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      Dathiem sat miserably on a rocky ledge. Below him, a waterfall poured down into one of the seven rivers that led to Oceantic. Green grass surrounded him with generous trees that reached to higher ledges. The air was pure and sweet; it was a beacon of balmy hope. He felt useless. The company had mourned, their voices blending in a wild lament, although none could share Zhane’s grief. The four Crons would miss their strong friend, yet no one would miss Idrithar and Arldrine like Zhane did. They were his closest and longest companions, aside from Dathiem.

      Dathiem lifted his long braid to cut it off, knowing he should express his grief. In the tradition of a Tider, when a great calamity came, they cut their hair off as a sign of respect. He sighed, recalling the time he’d traveled with Zhane and Idrithar. They had been together at the Green World after bearing the cold of the mountains, and they had laughed when they found warmth, food, and good fortune. The world had been dark during those days; the One had not risen, but the Rakhai had not either. The Changers still ruled, and yet they found joy in their discoveries. Without warning, it was over. Joy was torn out of their grasp, and they were doomed to move on in secret and in sorrow.

      The sound of a step brought Dathiem out of his brooding, dark thoughts. Glashar walked toward him. He opened his arms as he felt his heart expanding. When she was with him, everything felt pure, whole, and right. He did not know how to explain the intensity of his feelings for her, so he showed her instead.

      “Glashar.” He inhaled her light scent, folding her fragile body into his arms and holding her tight.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling herself onto his lap until their faces were even.

      “Don’t cut it off.” She touched his long braid. “I like your hair long.”

      His lips caressed her cheek before he responded. “It is my right to honor those who are lost.”

      “I understand.” Her jeweled eyes met his, allowing him to see the sadness behind them. “Dathiem, we could leave now. This quest is taking everything away from us. We can return east and build a life together.”

      He took a deep breath, twining their fingers together. He was careful not to jar her injured shoulder. He’d noticed the shadow that came over her fair features; her golden glow had diminished. The Iaens were too far from home, and he could see the negative effects taking over. He pulled her closer, feeling her quick heartbeat.

      “I can’t leave yet; Zhane has lost everything. We have not reached the Constel Heights. We are close.”

      Glashar stiffened in his arms. “I felt like Zhane once,” she offered, “when the Rakhai came through the forests of Shimla and destroyed my home, killing everyone. I used all my powers to heal, leaving nothing but a shell of myself until I found you. Zhane will find himself again; he will find his hope.”

      “Yes, I have no doubt, but we must stand with him. What kind of White Steeds would we be if we left?” Dathiem bent his head, letting their foreheads touch. “I admit, when I first met Eliesmore, I did not believe in him. After these months of travel, I’m beginning to see why he was chosen. He is not who I expected to be the One; I think there is a reason why that is the case. He holds his own strength. Once we reach the Constel Heights and the Green Stone is dissolved, I will go with you wherever your heart desires.”

      She kissed him hard. She pulled back to smile at him. “Then you don’t believe our love is cursed?”

      He felt a brief flicker of fear and opened his mouth to tell her who he was and what he was. He changed his mind at the happy and hopeful expression on her face. “I care not what others may think, and I care not for curses.”

      He parted her thighs with one hand before covering her mouth with his, feeling their passion heighten as they entwined.

    

  


  
    Eliesmore
    
  




  

    
      
        
          
            75

          

          

      

    

    


  
    Eliesmore
    
  




  





            Eliesmore

          

        

      

    

    
      White sands stretched before them as the Green Company, only nine companions descended from the Cascade Mountain Range in the desert of Monoxie. They were close. With every footstep, Eliesmore expected to see the great stone towers of the Constel Heights. The air was dry. They were smothered in heat as they walked. The company was downcast with weary hearts. Months ago, they had set out. They had come through many dangers only to lose two companions in the end. It was heartbreaking. Even Eliesmore could not understand why his friends did not fall at the hands of the Rakhai. Were not the Rakhai sent by the Changers to hunt them down? Why did they stay their hand? What were they waiting for?

      Yamier and Wekin trudged along without making remarks about bacon. It had been a while since they’d complained about the lack of food. The lack of water was a more pressing issue. Zhane had made them refill the water skins in the Green World until they had enough to last for two weeks; still, he did not seem pleased. As they walked through the desert, clothes wrapped around their nose and mouths, Eliesmore understood. His cloak seemed to shrink and grow thin against the heat, protecting his skin yet remaining light on his body, whereas it had turned into a thick fur during their journey through the mountains. Nevertheless, Eliesmore constantly found himself sweating and parched.

      One day, as they were eating the second meal, Glashar lept up on a rock and stared east. “They are coming.” Her voice quivered with excitement.

      Eliesmore turned. Glashar looked like a picture with her bow in one hand and the desert wind blowing her long, golden hair. “Who are?” He lifted his eyes to the sky, seeing only an endless canopy of blue.

      “They are.” Glashar did not move. “Those sent from Spherical Land in the Western World. They will be here soon.”

      “Do you see them?” Eliesmore questioned, searching the sky for a dark blur.

      “No.” Glashar shook her head. “I just know; they will be here soon.”

      “Did you hear?” Eliesmore called to his companions. “Help is coming. We will no longer have to fight alone.”

      Zhane turned around. He had a bow in one hand and a lost expression on his face. He nodded and repeated, “They are coming.”

      Glashar climbed down from the rock while Eliesmore took her place. “Listen,” he called to them. “Listen. I know this quest has been hard. I know each of you has given your all because this quest demands it from you. I, myself, did not know what it would take to bring us here, to the brink of salvation. All I ask is that you do not give up; do not lose hope right here at the end. Our hearts have been downcast, but we have to remember why we choose this path. We are the few and the brave. We are doing this not for ourselves, but for the greater good. I would see days of peace come to these lands, and I know you would, too. I refuse to believe we have come this far in vain. Let us not lose hope, not when we are this close to the end.”

      Zhane spun to face Eliesmore, clasping a hand to his chest and then raising it. Dathiem moved beside him, following his example.

      “Well said,” Zhane spoke, raising his bow. “Let's go. The Black Steeds await our presence in the Constel Heights.”

      Optimistic clasped a hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder. “We do have good memories. But Eliesmore, this quest is only the beginning.”

      Eliesmore shook his head as he glanced at Optimistic. This was the end.

      The next day was the twenty-fifth of September. In the morning, they passed a stream and followed it until it dried up. Eliesmore fell in step with Optimistic and Visra, who winked at him. She walked flat-footed and had folded her wings away; Eliesmore had not seen her fly since her wing had been broken.

      “Eliesmore, how do you find the desert?” She scooped up a handful of sand and let it flow through her fingers.

      “Everything looks the same,” he shrugged. “I am grateful Zhane knows the way.”

      “I will tell you what I think.” She made a disgusted face. “It is hot and terrible. And there is nothing to kill because the sun did all the work.”

      “Visra,” Optimistic scolded, chuckling.

      “You laugh.” She poked him in the ribs. “The Holesmoles were better. It was dark and cool with plenty of strange beasts to kill.” She shuddered even as she uttered the words.

      “Visra, may I ask a question?” Eliesmore spoke tentatively.

      “Oh.” She covered her mouth with her hand; her voice dripped with sarcasm. “You want to speak with me? I am honored.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip. “I am serious,” he spoke earnestly. “I think you might be the only one who will speak honestly with me.”

      “Ellagine will not answer your questions?” Visra wiggled her eyebrows, turning to steal an obvious glance at Ellagine.

      “I…” He paused, scratching his head. He was flustered. “Never mind.”

      “Oh, you can’t say no to me. I want to know. What is the question?” Visra placed her hands on her hips, grinning mischievously as she walked. “What is the question?” she asked again.

      “I’m curious too.” Optimistic took her side. “Eliesmore, enlighten us.”

      “I’ve heard it said that the bond between a mortal and immortal is forbidden. Why is that?” Eliesmore spewed out the question before he lost his resolve.

      Visra raised her eyebrows, and her eyes were wide. “Humm…why? You have heard the tales of Magdela the Monrage and her rise to power?” Eliesmore and Optimistic nodded. “She ruled for 100 years, first as a White Steed and then, finally, as a Black Steed. She was the first Blended One to rise to power, and she was a Lady of the Green People. A Queen.” Visra held up her hands, imitating a crown. Her tone dropped lower. “She was odd though. She was only half Green Person; the other half was mortal. She had the blood of a Tider.” Visra shrugged. “Or so rumor says. She wasn’t evil at first, not when her rule began. It was only when she began to study the Great-Black-Evil that she became two-faced, destroying her reputation. When Magdela the Monrage turned on the Iaens, the elders rose up and weaved a powerful spell. They cursed the bond between a mortal and immortal, banishing the mortals from the inner circles of Shimla.”

      “I don’t understand,” Eliesmore interrupted her. “Because one person made a terrible choice, the immortals decided to curse the bond between a mortal and immortal for eternity? It seems harsh. One cannot expect all Blended Ones nor all mortals and immortals to turn to evil ways.”

      Visra arched her eyebrow as if she disagreed. “One cannot expect?” She gave a short laugh. “You would not do well standing trial before the old councils. They had no mercy. Glashar was one of them,” she mumbled under her breath.

      “I think it was an excessive decision,” Eliesmore went on. “After all, Magdela the Monrage went to the Changers; she chose to study the Great-Black-Evil.”

      “I know Iaens keep their names hidden for they are sacred,” Optimistic cut in. “But no one speaks the name of her parents. Who were they? Do you know?”

      “Their names were hidden, forgotten, and erased.” Visra grinned. “This is dull talk; I can give you no more answers.”

      “Thank you. It does help some, although it doesn’t make sense,” Eliesmore expressed his gratitude.

      Visra held up a finger, stopping him. “It does make sense.” She grinned wickedly. “Haven’t you heard the warning? All immortals speak it at one time or another: beware the Green People. They are up to something.”

      She walked away smirking, elbowing Yamier and Wekin apart as she joined them.

      Eliesmore felt as if a sword of ice stabbed his heart. He took a deep breath, meeting Optimistic’s calm gaze.

      “Don’t worry, Eliesmore,” Optimistic comforted him. “You can’t take everything Visra says word for word.”

      “No, she is not the first one who has said such things. Optimistic, what if the Iaens are right? What if the Green People are up to something and we are too blind to see it?”

      “Eliesmore, you cannot think like that. My parents were mortals like yours, and they spoke highly of the Green People and the time they spent with the Iaens. Think of the time you have spent with them. It is clear the old laws have fallen. Times have changed; the bonds between mortals and immortals are no longer cursed.”

      Before Eliesmore could voice his disagreement, Glashar shouted, “We’re being followed. It looks like Fastshed and company.”

      A cloud of white sand and dust rose up behind them. A solo, black bird flew south with a warning cry. As the nine horses broke out of the cloud of dust, the company stopped, their faces turning somber at what they saw.

      “What happened to them?” Wekin was the first to speak.

      “Do you think the Rakhai got them?” Yamier suggested. “We last saw them at the Cave of Disappearance with the bálangers.”

      “Yes, that situation was dire, but it should not have changed their decision,” Optimistic protested.

      “If they are willing, we will ride as far as we can on them,” Zhane told them. “Keep your lips sealed.”

      Fastshed and company slowed their pace as they reached the company. They stretched their long necks down. Eliesmore marveled at the change that had come over them. Only two of the horses were shining bright white: Flywinger and the horse Arldrine used to ride that was called Goldwind. The others were light brown.

      “The Black Horse Lords ride behind us,” Fastshed announced as he trotted up to Zhane.

      “How far away?” Zhane asked.

      “At least a day. They ride hard.” Fastshed’s dark eyes took in the size of the company. “Where is Idrithar?”

      “Some of us have fallen.” Zhane bent his head. “May we ride?”

      “Yes,” Fastshed affirmed.

      Eliesmore walked to Flywinger, noting Optimistic walked to Goldwind. Dathiem helped the shorter ones mount up. Eliesmore saw Dathiem kiss Glashar before he turned to mount up. Clearly, they were not worried about the curse between mortals and immortals.

      In spite of the horses being darker, Eliesmore enjoyed the ride. He had forgotten how freeing it felt to speed through the land with the wind at his back. He leaned down over Flywinger and said in his ear, “Can you talk as you run?”

      “Some,” answered Flywinger. “What do you want to know?”

      “What happened to you at the Cave of Disappearance?”

      “We escaped. Ran past the Monrages.” Flywinger spoke unevenly between breaths. “What happened to you?”

      “We went through the Holesmoles,” Eliesmore said.

      “You did what?” Flywinger whinnied, slowing down from his fast gallop.

      “Shh…don’t let the others know. We went through the Holesmoles, and it was horrible.” Eliesmore shuddered at the memory.

      “We went over,” Flywinger went on. “The mountains were hard. The Black Horse Lords chased us. We had an argument about turning back. Fastshed and the others are losing belief in the White Steeds.”

      “Oh,” sighed Eliesmore. “While they are with us, we must travel with all speed.”

      Flywinger bent his neck as if to nod and quickened his pace to catch up with the others. Eliesmore held Flywinger’s mane and leaned into the gallop. Closing his eyes, he smiled as the breeze blew past him.

      Sometime later, he opened his eyes and looked up at the dark blue sky with clouds lazily floating by. He looked back, and he could see a mass of darkness. Eliesmore shouted up to Zhane: “The woísts and Black Horse Lords are coming!”

      “Full speed ahead.” Zhane waved them forward.

      A hot wind blew as the horses galloped through the sand. They went until their feet were caked with sand and all eighteen of the travelers were hot and thirsty. At last, they came to a stream, and by that time, they could no longer see the black pack behind them. The horses plunged their noses into the water while the others slipped off the horses and drank.

      When night darkened around them, they stopped for a quick reprieve. “Shouldn’t we continue?” Eliesmore asked.

      “If you feel like it,” Dathiem answered.

      “Let’s keep going,” Zhane confirmed.

      They mounted back up, and though no one said it, they all were considering how long Fastshed and company would stay with them.

      They galloped into the darkness of the night. The moon was hidden by clouds and the stars did not dare peek out. Eliesmore wondered if a storm was brewing because a fierce wind blew. It sometimes lifted the sand a few feet and scattered it back on the ground. It was annoying for the horses because they had to run with sand blowing against their legs. The wind made the air hotter, and Eliesmore began to feel out of sorts. He wished himself in a forest where the trees stretched their great leaves to cool the earth and strange enchanting shadows flitted through the trees. In a forest, one never knew what could happen; in a wide, desert plain, one could see everything.

      The wind kept picking up, and by morning, Zhane shouted, “Lie down, cover your faces, and don’t move. A sand storm is coming!”

      The company slid off the horses and threw themselves on the ground, covering themselves with their cloaks despite the heat. The wind was strong and blew sand everywhere.

      The storm finally let up when it was close to the second meal. The Green Company stood, blinking sand out of their eyes and shaking their clothes. The desert was changed; it looked as if someone had come through and swept sand into mounds. Eliesmore looked around; he was confused. He couldn’t tell whether they were going backward or forward or to the left or right. He felt tired, hungry, dirty, and thirsty. He looked at Zhane for direction.

      “Wekin, will you draw us a map?” Zhane asked.

      Wekin groaned as he sat up. “I’d rather have food, water, and sleep,” he complained, but he traced a map of the western South World in the sand.

      When Wekin finished his map, Zhane examined it. “You left out most of the streams and rivers.”

      “Even those aren’t on the most detailed maps,” Wekin retorted indignantly.

      Zhane stroked his chin as he considered their next steps. “Ahead there ought to be a river or a stream that we can follow the rest of the way to the Constel Heights. The other one we were following dried up long ago. Come on. We shall all walk to find the river.”

      “Walk? And when shall we stop for rest?” Wekin exclaimed.

      “At night of course,” replied Zhane and walked off.

      “Night? But that’s a long way off!” protested Wekin.

      “Not as long as you think, Wekin Cron,” Dathiem said as he followed Zhane.

      “What about eating?” questioned Yamier.

      “When we reach the stream,” Zhane called back.

      Although the stream seemed to be just around the next mound of sand, it wasn’t. The companions walked on sore feet and tired hooves until nightfall. The stream appeared, winding through the sandy banks. They drank, refilled their water skins, and refreshed themselves before passing out to sleep.

      The days blurred together, one after the other. Fastshed and company ran while the woísts and Black Horse Lords followed the Green Company. One day, Eliesmore woke to see seven of the nine horses were dark brown. The next moment, they were galloping east toward the prairie lands of Monoxie and the Jaded Sea. As they went, Eliesmore saw them turn black, and the word “traitors” hung in his mind. As he watched, a velvet nose bumped his shoulder. Flywinger stood behind him. “I’ll go with you, Eliesmore.”

      “Thank you.” Eliesmore placed a hand on Flywinger’s nose. “I’m afraid it won’t help much now. Go ahead to the Constel Heights, and wait for me there.”

      “I will meet you there,” Flywinger said and sprang away.

      Eliesmore watched as Flywinger galloped away. Suddenly Goldwind was beside him. “I would like to join Flywinger,” she began. “But I will go see about the woísts. My mistress was with them last when she fell. I would like to know about it, with your leave.”

      Eliesmore nodded. “You may go.”

      “Thank you,” called Goldwind, and she, too, galloped off.

      Eliesmore planted his feet and crossed his arms, feeling a scowl cross his brow.

      “I saw them turn.” Zhane came up beside him.

      “What happens now?” Eliesmore asked.

      Zhane dropped a hand to his sword hilt. “We are five days from the Constel Heights. We will fight.”
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      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      “You lied to me!” she accused, pressing a finger at into his chest. “You did not tell me who you were and what you were. You let me believe you had the same desires I had and now look at us. Look at her!”

      They were in the tower. Below, on the ground, their daughter stood. She was a Changer. He could see her shifting, looking like a Green Person, then like a mortal, and finally like him: a blend of flesh and spirit. Her power was strong; she would persuade many to follow her. Forcing his gaze away from Magdela he turned back to his former lover, Lady of the Green People. He slapped her hand away. He was annoyed with her anger and frustrated that she dared come to rebuke him instead of celebrating the life they had created together. Created. So, he was allowed to create children. Blood of my blood.

      “I never lied to you,” he growled at her, determined to show her he was the alpha. This time they would play games according to his rules and not hers. Her time was over. “Perhaps you have always known who I am. What I am. What my name is. Yet you refused to reveal yours, forcing me to search for it. Yet I should have known all along exactly who you are.”

      “You betrayed me.” Green light exploded around her. He could see the flames on her fingers reaching for his neck. It would be too easy to rip her open and to tussle with her as he drained her dry, ripping her strength from her bosom. “You betrayed my family.”

      “You cannot be angry with me,” he bellowed. Her fury caused him to ignite. “I told you who I was. I told you of my crimes, yet you came willingly, tossing yourself at me and seducing me with knowledge of the Green Stone. Now I know who you are.”

      She stopped. He’d struck a chord. His hand shot out, closing around her throat and squeezing. Her eyes narrowed as they gazed into his. Her eyes were as blue as the waves of Oceantic. Her feet kicked at him as he lifted her, holding her out over the highest tower. The wind nipped at her hair, blowing it around her face and allowing him to see the brown in it. He squeezed her throat, cutting off all air. Her fingers closed around his, unable to undo his iron grasp.

      “I know who you are,” he repeated. And let go.

      She dropped from his hands over the edge of the tower, falling into mist toward the rocks below. He watched with his eyes narrowed, waiting for the moment when his suspicions would be revealed. He would find out exactly who had been playing a game with him in his moment of weakness. No more. He cursed. No more.

      Before her face hit the rocks, he saw the wings shoot out of her back, wings much like a Xctas. They had a span of six feet. With one beat of her wings, she was saved from death, and she rose. Green light furled from her body. She was spurred onward by the curling of her wings as she flew. She returned on the updraft of the air, coming back to the archway of his tower. She landed with her great wings still stretched out behind her.

      “You.” Her finger jabbed out at him again as she caught her breath. Her face twisted. “Sarhorr,” she hissed his name.

      “Shalidir,” he spat back.
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      Zhane held out a hand for them to halt at the bottom of a grassy hill. It sloped upwards, and beyond it, Eliesmore could see a black flag, waving in the breeze.

      “The castle lies just over the hill.” Zhane swung his pack down from his back and rolled it open.

      “We are going in there, aren’t we?” Wekin asked, craning his neck to see more.

      Zhane tossed waterskins into the grass. “No. Just Eliesmore and Optimistic.”

      “You’re not coming with me?” Eliesmore managed to squeak out.

      “No.” Steel clanged as Zhane unrolled a pack a sword hilts. They were replicas of the Jeweled Sword, and he stood, passing one to each of them. “We are the decoy. Confusion and stealth will help us. Put these over the hilt of your sword,” he instructed them. “They will fit. If we all carry the Jeweled Sword, the Black Steeds will not know whom to strike.”

      Visra laughed. “They will know. They can smell power.”

      Optimistic pulled out the Green Stone, shaking it out of the bag. “They can smell remnants of power. If we all hold the Green Stone, even for a moment, we can confuse them.”

      Ellagine stepped back. “Go ahead,” she encouraged. “We Iaens do not need to touch it. They will not be looking for an immortal.”

      “Listen.” Zhane focused on Eliesmore and Optimistic. “Keep your hoods up; the cloaks will give you limited invisibility. Go up this hill and across the meadow. You will see a courtyard with guards at the gate. Stay to the right and climb over the wall. If you see anyone look in your direction, stay still and stay low. Once you are in the courtyard, you will see a dark entrance. Enter and make an immediate left. Count thirty-six doors on your right and forty-two doors on your left. You will find a short hall with a door at the end. This door is where the fountain is. The halls are well-guarded, and the Dark Servant will sense your presence. Stay alert; you will have to be clever.”

      “And the rest of you?” Optimistic’s face was laced with worry.

      Ellagine glanced back the way they had come. “The woísts are coming.”

      “We will distract the watching eyes and the guards,” Zhane explained. “If the Dark Servant has his eyes on us, perhaps he will not notice what is happening under his nose.”

      Eliesmore took the Green Stone from Wekin. It was larger than he remembered. It had cracks running across the surface. Power vibrated through it, filling his soul with eager anticipation.

      “After this, what will you do?” Eliesmore lifted his eyes, taking in his companions and his protectors.

      “This is it.” Dathiem strung an arrow in his bow. “We came for the battle.”

      Ellagine smiled at Eliesmore, but he noticed her eyes were sad.

      “Remember the directions,” Zhane warned. “Actually, I would like both of you to repeat them to me.”

      “Around the castle to the left, I think. Then over the wall into the dark entrance, left. Thirty-six right and forty-two left. Hall and door. Then I’ll keep guard,” Optimistic said.

      “You go around to the right,” Zhane corrected and turned to Eliesmore.

      “Right around the castle and climb the wall into the courtyard. From there, we go into the dark entrance and instantly left. Then count thirty-six doors on the right and another forty-two on the left. There will be a short hall with a door at the end,” Eliesmore recited. “Do we count all the doors on either side of the hall?”

      “Yes,” answered Zhane. “They are few and scattered. Remember, go silently. Keep your weapons close at hand, and watch for the guards. They are stationed everywhere.”

      Zhane made the two repeat the directions twice more before they said goodbye.

      Eliesmore walked up to each of them, clasping their shoulders. A heavy weight lay on his heart as he thought he might never see them again.

      “Thank you for leading the way,” he told Zhane, “and remaining faithful, regardless.”

      Zhane nodded; his face was tense.

      Eliesmore smiled as he walked up to Yamier and Wekin. “Thank you, my friends. Never lose your adventurous spirit.”

      “Promise.” Wekin grinned. “Every time you eat bacon, remember us.”

      Eliesmore laughed as he walked to Dathiem and Glashar. He wished them well.

      Visra stuck out her tongue at him with her eyes glowing. He recoiled from touching her. “Thank you, Visra.”

      She sniffed. “I just came for the battle.” She twirled her blade.

      Eliesmore felt himself smile despite her words. He walked to Ellagine last. He looked up at the tall Lady of the Green.

      “It is as I said. Here you find yourself. You are about to dissolve the Green Stone.” She smiled, but her eyes were guarded. “You know what to do next?”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “Find the Phutal and destroy it.”

      “Go to Daygone,” Ellagine countered. “Destroy it once and for all.” Reaching out a hand, she squeezed his shoulder before pushing him away.

      He had more to say to her, but she was already drawing her sword.

      She smiled. “Goidíler,” she said in Iaen. “Thrílílí ea shílí coímí tvú.”

      Gray rock became visible as Eliesmore and Optimistic trudged up the hill, massive torrents stood in the sky, their peaks adorned with gray flags. The castle looked as if it had been built by giants. Slabs of stone stretched east and west. Eliesmore guessed it would take him the better part of a morning if he chose to walk around it. The castle had been built in layers; the outer layer rose about six feet high while the second layer stood at least twelve feet tall. Each layer of rock and towers doubled in height. Eliesmore guessed each flag represented a lookout post and imagined eyes were watching him and Optimistic.

      Eliesmore felt his eyes grow wide in awe. “We should crawl,” he told Optimistic. His legs were trembling. “The grass is tall; it will hide us.”

      “Agreed.” Optimistic knelt, and the two of them slithered down the hill.

      The meadow was wide, and it took quite some time to crawl toward the courtyard walls. By the time they arrived, Eliesmore’s elbows and knees were sore, but he was confident they had not been seen. Eliesmore sat against the cold stones of the wall. He took a deep breath and nodded at Optimistic. “Ready?”

      “Yes.” Optimistic crouched.

      In one leap, their fingers caught the top of the stone, and they pulled themselves upward. Eliesmore listened to the thump of his heartbeat. Hurry. Hurry. Faster. Faster. He lay flat on top of the wall, holding his breath before springing down. Optimistic did not make a noise as they landed in the courtyard. As Zhane had warned them, guards paced back and forth. Eliesmore was surprised to see they were mere Crons dressed in silver mesh. They held helmets in their hands as they walked.

      “Look!” One pointed a gloved hand to the south. “Up on the hill.”

      “Alert the guards,” the second one called.

      Optimistic signaled for them to move. As Eliesmore crouched, he took a sharp breath in surprise. Glass figures were rooted to the ground in front of him. They were white beings that were bent over and crooked. They dotted the courtyard, ranging in size. The figures bore a slight resemblance to mortals. While they did not have hands and feet, they had faces that were horrible, fierce, and wild. He felt a deep sorrow as he gazed at the beings. It was as if they had been taken against their wills and captured. They seemed both dead and alive. Optimistic’s face was horrified as he pushed Eliesmore forward. Remembering his legs, Eliesmore dashed into the dark entrance. He hurled himself to the left and bumped up against the wall. He stopped. “What were those beings?” He gasped.

      “I believe we saw the spirits of the trees.” Optimistic scanned the area before moving forward toward a staircase. “I don’t understand, Eliesmore. They never come out. Never. Even the Iaen seldom have the pleasure of dancing with them. They are shy creatures called Trespirles. Spirles for short. I wonder if we can set them free.”

      “The spirit of the trees,” Eliesmore repeated. “I did not know they were alive.”

      “Eliesmore, everything is alive,” Optimistic responded. “One. There is the first door.”

      “Thirty-six right, forty-two left, thirty-six right, forty-two left,” Eliesmore repeated.

      They began to count, moving through the castle at a pace between a run and a walk. Around them, they could hear the sound of an army preparing for battle.

      “Thirty-six,” Optimistic panted. “We take a right here.”

      Eliesmore dashed around the corner and came to a stop. Five fully-armed Crons paused when they saw Eliesmore and Optimistic dash up. One raised his sword. “White steeds! Kill them!” he ordered.

      “We have to run for it,” Optimistic warned. He lifted his bow, and his first arrow drove through the shoulder of a Cron, pinning the Cron to the wall. Optimistic’s second shaft slide into a Cron’s leg, throwing him onto his back and knocking the wind out of him. Eliesmore unsheathed his sword and ran, slashing one Cron across the chest and hitting the other on the head. Optimistic’s arrow took out the last one.

      “Let’s go,” Optimistic encouraged, moving past Eliesmore and snatching an arrow from his quiver. “You have the Green Stone. More will come.”

      They dashed up a staircase, counting doors as they went. At last they came to vast hall. Eliesmore felt his eyes widen in alarm as he saw an army of Crons rise to meet them.

      “This is bad,” Optimistic whispered. “I will take as many as I can. Run, Eliesmore.

      Eliesmore paused, taking a deep breath as he raised his sword. He ran toward the roaring Crons as white-tipped arrows zinged past him. He saw a sea of angry faces; red mouths were wide open as they screamed at him to stop. He saw swords raised and archers drop their bows. He heard the clash of armor smacking the stone floor. As Crons fell, three more took their places. They were determined to reach him. A sword struck his cloak, knocking him over. He fumbled on his feet as he was pushed and jostled. He swung. Hair and sweat dripped into his eyes as he struggled. There were too many.

      He lifted his sword and cried out as he pushed against the mass. A silver voice burst through the air. It was the sound of a horn, calling. It sounded once. Twice. Thrice.
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      “Prepare for battle,” Zhane ordered as Eliesmore and Optimistic disappeared down the hill. His fingers itched in anticipation. He was ready to swing his sword. He was ready for blood. “We have the high ground. We will hold the hill until they overwhelm us. Then we will retreat to the castle. If all goes well, relief will come.”

      “If all goes well.” Yamier choked on a bitter laugh. “I wish I were a better sword fighter.”

      “Me, too.” Wekin raised his blade. “Seven of us versus an army of woísts and the Black Horse Lords. We are doomed.”

      “We take as many as we can down with us,” Visra spoke fiercely, waving her sword. “Make them pay.”

      “Dathiem and Glashar, stay to the back. You are our archers.” Zhane waved them behind the company.

      “Visra and I are skilled with the blade,” Ellagine told him. “I’ll take the left. Visra, take the right.”

      Zhane nodded. “Yamier. Wekin. Stay behind me. Try not to die.”

      He lifted his sword with the faux-jeweled hilt, wrapping his fingers around it. He was waiting to strike. The dark mass grew clearer as it raced toward them, and Zhane reeled in surprise when he saw the size of the army. He had expected hundreds of thousands of woísts like they had seen in the Holesmoles. The army that marched toward them was sizable, only about a hundred woísts, small enough to give them hope yet large enough to crush that hope into the ground. Zhane blew out his breath in frustration. His eyes searched the sky for a sign of the army from Mizine. He blinked and squinted. He was unsure whether he saw light from the sun or a dark mass moving toward Castle Range.

      It was already too late. If the woísts were not coming to the Constel Heights, they must be enveloping the rest of the world in rivers of death. As the woísts drew nearer, Dathiem let his first arrow fly. Glashar followed his lead. Two woísts in the front of the pack fell dead.

      A harsh war cry went up as the woísts caught sight of the seven on the hill. Zhane felt every pulse as the creatures raced toward them. He could see their hideous faces and saw the battleaxs raised in their hands. He could see his path open before him. Running forward, he twirled his sword and sliced off the head of a woíst. Kicking out his foot, he knocked over another. He drove his sword into a third, and he turned back around to finish off the one he’d kicked. Behind him, he could hear Visra shrieking with a mad sort of glee. Ellagine wheeled in green, not allowing a woíst within arm’s reach.

      “One for the White Steeds!” Zhane heard Yamier and Wekin celebrate as they took down one woíst together. One less creature for him to fight.

      Arrows zipped past him, and Zhane found himself calling, “Retreat!” They were losing ground fast, and he noticed another army approaching from the east. He’d been wrong about the woísts; they were closing in on all sides. There was no time to glance at the sky as he backed up. They held a terrible position as the woísts pushed them down the hill onto the plain before the castle. It was all Zhane could do to keep his footing. He roared as he sliced through the woísts, knowing those in the castle would send backup to stomp the life out of him and his companions.

      He wheeled in time to see Dathiem and Glashar pressed up against the castle walls. Their arrows were meeting their marks. Several woísts had escaped the pack and were running down the hill toward them. The creatures scattered across the meadow. A battleax spun by Zhane’s head, and he ducked. Over the roar of the battle, he heard the thunder of galloping horses. Lifting a battleax from the ground, he hurled it at the woíst in front of him, cursing under his breath. The Black Horse Lords were coming.

      His head exploded with pain as a woíst dived on top of him. They both went down, clawing and scratching. Zhane managed to push his blade between the woíst’s ribs and shoved it off of him. While he was down there, he slashed at the legs of two more woísts, tripping them up as he rose. He brought his sword down, smashing it between their shoulder blades. Sweat and blood poured from his head.

      Yamier. Wekin. He could not see them anymore. Adrenaline rushed in as he found himself alone on the battlefield. Three woísts ran toward him, and he lifted his sword. If this were the end, it would be an end to remember. He ran toward them, and as he did, a horn sounded.

      He reeled backward as a silvery voice floated through the air, calling. Once. Twice. Thrice. His sword froze in the air as he raised his eyes. A flood of hope burst through him as the echoes from the horn faded. He knew what it was as he stood with his chest heaving. It was the Horn of Shilmi, created by the Green People and given to Legone the Swift. For some mysterious reason, it was brought to the South World. Zhane had last seen it in the hands of Idrithar. He took a deep breath and lifted his eyes.

      A dranagin flew over the top of the hill. A rider, on the dranagin’s back, was holding a horn to his lips. The dranagin perched on the hill and roared, creating a ball of fire to char the grass in the meadow. The rider leaped down and drew his sword. Zhane felt his heart stop as he gasped in astonishment.

      “Idrithar!” he heard Wekin cry.

      “Idrithar!” Yamier echoed.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he could see their fists pumping in the air as they shouted.

      Relief swept through Zhane as Idrithar ran down the hill toward them, and when Zhane lifted his eyes, he could see an army in the air above them. Great birds, Xctas, flew toward them. Each one had an armed Mermi on its back while a ripple of green moved over the plain. Zhane lifted his sword with renewed hope. Help had come.
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      The air was filled with cries and howls as the Xctas, Mermis, and Zikes came. Crons marched out from the courtyard, flinging the gates wide, and forced Glashar away from Dathiem. Hundreds of woísts appeared from the east, and the battle raged. Glashar’s arrows were gone; her cloak was ripped and torn. She held her breath as she searched for him, telling herself not to panic. He would be okay. He was by the wall, searching for arrows.

      He was still standing when she saw him, but his expression told her everything was wrong. He dropped to his knees. He had one hand on his side where the crimson stain spread; it was determined to devour his body. His gaze went slack. He was caught in a fog of pain as his eyes met hers. “Find me,” he said, reaching out a hand. A small smile touched his lips as he pitched forward and collapsed.

      A piercing keening hurled through her ears, threatening to burst her eardrums. She stood in horror. She was unwilling to believe what she saw. Darkness shattered  her vision, and when she became conscious, she found herself standing in the melee, screaming with all her heart.

      The battle continued to rage about her as she took a deep breath and raised her hands, making a fist. She waited for the golden fire to ignite. Nothing happened. Her eyes were wet as she ran to him. Turning him over, she cradled his head in her lap, leaning over him as she tried to regain her healing powers.

      She opened her hands, pleading for her lost powers to return. Sucking in air as hard as she could, she squeezed her eyes shut and searched for the flame of power.

      Please.

      It did not come.

      Please, don’t leave me.

      She tried again. Her fingernails bit into her palms, causing blood to flow.

      Please. Come back.

      It did not come.

      Again.

      Dathiem.

      Her nose began to bleed.

      Again.

      Dathiem.

      Pain smacked into her head as a blood vessel burst against her will.

      Dathiem. Please, don't leave me.

      Nothing.

      She opened her mouth. A terrible sound came from her lips, and she felt as if her soul were ripping and shredding into pieces.
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      As the notes of the horn died away, the Crons fled, leaving Eliesmore and Optimistic alone in the hall. Eliesmore found his feet turning to follow them when Optimistic grabbed his arms. “The horn! It’s a decoy; it’s not for us. We need to go!”

      “It calls.” Eliesmore pushed past Optimistic, pausing as the truth registered. “It calls for us to run. You’re right, Optimistic.”

      “Hurry, we have no time. More Crons will come,” Optimistic warned.

      They fled down the hall, counting as they went. The roar and clash of battle thundered around them as they rushed up staircases, around corners, and, at last, to a short hall with the final door. They slowed to a stop, staring breathlessly at it.

      “We’re here…” Eliesmore faltered. “There’s no guard. Do I simply walk inside? It seems too easy.”

      “Guards will return; the horn was a distraction. Go, Eliesmore. I’ll keep watch.”

      “Optimistic,” Eliesmore began.

      Optimistic pushed him toward the door. “It is time.”

      Eliesmore brushed the folds of his cloak aside as he walked down the hall, a nervousness rising within. To have come so far for this unattainable moment felt wondrous. He reached for the door, expecting it to be locked, but the handle turned, and he stepped inside.

      Eliesmore stood spellbound as the door shut behind him of its own accord. He stood in a circular tower with an opening shooting up to the skies. It seemed he was no longer in the castle. A golden fountain filled with bubbling waters was in the center of the room. The waters overflowed the basin. They flowed down to the rock floor where four crevices swelled with sparkling waters running north, south, east and west. The golden bowl was held upright by a stone statue of a Green Lady who, Eliesmore noticed, had similar features to Ellagine. They had the same nose and curve of the lips.

      A strange aura hung in the room. It was as if he’d stepped into a sacred place and must express reverence so not to anger those who created it. He took a step. He discerned that the room was a replica of the light of Shalidir. He could see a crown within the circle, and words glistened on the stone as he walked toward the fountain. They were in Iaen:

      

      
        
        
        Cast the stone into the water.

        Wait and watch as it dissolves.

        Toss it up in the sky

        So to be a light to all.

        The Green Stone.

      

        

      

      

      Only after he had read the words, did Eliesmore notice he was holding his breath. He let it out and drew the Green Stone from his tunic. He held it in the palm of his hands, feeling a great need to fall to his knees and bow his head. An extraordinary power surged through the room as he took another step toward the fountain. The stone vibrated, and he could see it had grown bigger, a ripple of cracks appearing on its surface. Forcing himself past his awe and fear, he kept walking toward the fountain. He swallowed hard when he reached it.

      Before he could place the stone in the water, the basin began to shimmer, and three white beings arose from the water, climbing out of the fountain. Their eyes were colorless and lidless. Lights weaved through their bodies. They held out their hands, and Eliesmore stepped back in surprise.

      He wasn't sure if he should be afraid. There were three, but they did not seem to be Changers. All the same, it was best to ask. “Who are you?”

      “We are the Truth Tellers. We come to you with a message from the King of the Land. The Creator.”

      The Truth Tellers. He had heard of them once in the tales from the Eastern World. They spoke a chant. It was a riddle they gave the Treasure Hunters. They always demanded death in exchange for their knowledge.

      “What are you doing here?” Eliesmore exclaimed.

      “We go where we are needed. We dwell in the Between. Do not do this. Do not dissolve the Green Stone. It is a great power and with that power comes a curse and a price. A curse will doom this world, and the price will be the weight of knowledge you must bear. Do not dissolve the stone. It is a trap. It is what the Changers want."

      “But there is the prophecy. This is what I am supposed to do. I am the One who will save this world. My friends are out there dying; a great army races toward them. I must dissolve the stone.” He felt flustered. He had come all this way only for some strange beings to tell him he was wrong. He searched his heart, yet his will remained firm. He had to dissolve the Green Stone; there was no other path.

      “If you do this, you accept the responsibility of what will happen next. You can only save the world for a time. Evil will run its course and eventually return. When it does, there will be no hope, and this world will end.” The three beings continued to speak in unison, swaying back and forth as they delivered their fearsome words.

      “Yes. When the end of time comes. I understand this is only temporary, but if it lasts for thousands of years, my quest will not be in vain.”

      “No. There will be hidden impacts. There will be a ripple that will begin the end of time. Do not dissolve the stone.”

      “What would you have me do instead? The world is fallen. We cannot live in the terror and evil.”

      “Let the world fall now as it is. Now is a relief versus what is to come. The Creator will return and show you a way out.”

      “When? When will this happen? The world has been crying out for a hundred years with no hope. I cannot listen to your words. I cannot believe what you say. Be gone from here, and stop distracting me from my quest.”

      “You were warned.” The three beings turned, disappearing back into the waters from whence they had come.

      Heart pounding, Eliesmore waited. He wanted to forget the strange words; there was no place for them in his mind.

      Finally, he allowed himself to move.

      Holding the Green Stone in both hands, he lowered it into the basin. His hands chilled against the icy touch of the water. He watched, expecting something to happen.

      There was nothing.

      His breath caught. Was he wrong?

      Eliesmore waited, yet nothing happened.

      Leaving the stone in the water, he backed away to read the words in Iaen, taking the time to translate them again. The Green Stone had to be dissolved. It had to be broken open; it had to disintegrate. He paced for a moment. He was frightened of bringing violence to the sacred aura of the tower. An idea came to him as he returned to the basin. The stone had sunk to the bottom where the water marred its reflection. Lifting his sword over the fountain, he brought the tip down hard on top of the Green Stone. As the Jeweled Sword struck the Green Stone, Eliesmore was hurled backward. The babbling of the foundation ceased, and motes of green light began to rise, floating in sparks above the waters.

      Eliesmore clamored to his feet, gasping as the Green Stone rose out of the water. It was bigger and misshapen as it began to burst. Streaks of green split it open while the light blues of the shimmering water flowed off of it. The stone continued to expand as a humming vibration sounded. A note, high and pure, rent the air, and then the stone exploded.

      A hurricane of green light blasted through the room, wailing as it shot across the chamber. The water turned to green fire as the power ricocheted off the walls, rising to a sharp point before it plunged into Eliesmore. A flash struck his vision. He took a breath as light and power filled him. Just when he thought he was brimming over, it persisted, flooding into him. He lifted his hands, struggling for breath as the power continued to pour in. Opening his mouth, he allowed a silent scream to take over his body.

      Suddenly, he was five years old. He was underwater as he clung to the box that held the Jeweled Sword. The waves pounded him relentlessly as his arms and legs flailed, searching for the surface and a breath of fresh air to relieve his agony.

      Now his eyes grew wide as he struggled; his heart burst as his muscles stretched, rearranging to hold power.

      He flung back his head. His nostrils were wide as he gasped for breath, and abruptly, a refreshing sensation coursed through him. He saw the green light spin away from him and shoot upwards out of the tower. It blasted into the sky. He took another gulp of air. His chest heaved as he kneeled. The words to “Song” echoed across the stone walls of the room.

      

      
        
        “When the terrorizer of the Black Steeds and White Steeds,

        Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

        When everyone has gone and hidden in the land down South,

        Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

        Conqueror of Evil.

        He will come when he is young.

        He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

        He will dissolve the Green Stone.

        Where he goes, the people will no longer live in hiding.

        They will come out and rejoice.

        For evil has receded, but not completely destroyed until the end of Time.”

      

      

      

      A wind began to blow as the voices spoke. Eliesmore became aware that this was only the beginning. He opened his eyes. He was unaware he’d had them shut. As he looked up out of the tower to the sky, he saw the Green Stone. It was a light shining in the heavens among the stars. He stood, basking in the glow of relief. He was the One. He had dissolved the Green Stone.

      The ripple of hope faded from the room, the glamor evaporating away. It unfurled like a scroll, a hush of terror rolling across the stone floor. Eliesmore found himself standing in a room instead of the tower. Balconies were above him, allowing the onlookers to watch the ceremonies taking place below. The balconies reached to the sky, and on each one, there stood a row of archers. Their black arrows pointed down at Eliesmore. At the top,