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        “Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

        Spread your seed far and wide

      

        

      
        May your bloodline

        The new breed

        Grow ever strong

      

        

      
        Blood of the undying

        Blood of the immortal

        Blood of the mortals

        Blood of my blood

      

        

      
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

      

        

      
        You shall walk in the light

        You shall walk in the dark

        You will blend with the air and land

      

        

      
        Of shadows and sorrow

        Of love and light

        Of mischief and mayhem

        Of folly and forgiveness

      

        

      
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper”
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            Legone

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 762. (181 years ago). The South World.

      

      “The Green Stone,” he echoed in awe. “It holds the power of creation?”

      “Maybe, we do not know what it can do,” his wife replied as she took the Clyear of Power from his hands. “My love, I have many things to tell you.”

      In reply, he draped his free arm around her waist as he caressed her hair. When he drew back his eyes were dark, swimming with desire. “Tell me,” he whispered, stealing a kiss from her lips.

      Her cool fingers brushed his cheek, climbing his face to tuck loose hairs behind his ear. “Do you trust me?”

      He pulled her hips against his until there was no space between them. “After all we have been through, you ask me this?” His eyes roamed her face, searching for answers.

      “What did you do with the Ruler?”

      He froze, shades of fear rippled over his face. He opened his mouth, intending to answer her question with another question, yet the intense look on her face made him pause. “How dare you ruin our reunion with that demon,” he frowned, his voice more unhappy than angry. “If you must know I captured his spirit in the Boleck and dropped it into the transformative waters.”

      “Did you see it,” she demanded with calm insistence. “Did you see it sink and dissolve, was it destroyed?”

      Shocked registered on his face as he stared, unseeing, past her. Suddenly, he dropped the grip he held on her. He stumbled away, fear clouded his sight. “No,” he whispered. “No.” He spun to face her. “Paleidir,” he pleaded. “Tell me, be honest with me. What do you know?”

      Paleidir’s head dropped, she uttered her next words like one in great pain. “It is likely he is not dead then. Legone, there is more. He was not the only Changer. The others are here, in the South World.”

      Legone collapsed to his knees in the sand, shaking his head. “This cannot be.” He felt her hand on his shoulder as she walked past him, into the waves. She lifted the Clyear of Power and began to chant. As Legone watched, the crystal winged horse spread its wings and took flight from her fingers. It had not gone more than a few feet when it dissolved into fine mist and dropped into the waters. He stood in confusion. “What did you do?”

      She twirled and flung herself into his arms and buried her head in his chest. He could feel her shaking, and her green shimmer overwhelmed him. “It is done.” She lifted her head, touching her forehead to his. “I destroyed the Clyear of Power. None can use its power, and it will not return until it finds the Jeweled Sword. The only weapon that can destroy a Changer.”

      “And that will be our salvation?” Legone confirmed. “How long will it take?”

      Paleidir kissed him hard, twining her hands through his hair, pulling him toward her as if she wished they were one and the same. “At least two hundred years, time we cannot waste.”

      “Will we leave? Will we run from this land?” Legone asked. “I think I could bear anything, as long as I am with you.”

      She sighed as she kissed him again. “No, my love. We have to stay. We are going to have a child.”

      “A child,” he murmured, smiling. Reaching down he ran his hands over her belly, searching for a sign of the child to be. “I thought it was impossible.”

      “It is forbidden, not impossible. We shall have the first Blended One.”

      “Did you do this for me?”

      “Yes,” she kissed his neck. “Yes, I was not sure you would return to me. I needed something, someone, in case you did not.”

      “And your people, the Green People, they will not drive us into exile for ignoring their laws?”

      She laughed, the laugh he remembered with the silvery bells in it. “I am Queen of the Green People now, and you are my King. Our word is law.”

      Doubt poked at him, forcing his next words. “They say Blended Ones are evil; there is a reason it is forbidden.”

      Paleidir wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her nose bumping against his. “Blended Ones are good and evil. They will be the downfall of this world and its salvation. The One will be a Blended One.”
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            Eliesmore

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 943. Present Day. Castle Range.

      

      Eliesmore stared in horror as the arrows flew toward him. The seconds seemed to crawl as he watched almost as if he were only a spectator. Why had the Changer let him dissolve the Green Stone? Had the Changer stood there with his army, watching and waiting? Could the Changer hear what the Truth Tellers told him? Why the archers? And what should he do?

      Although he knew he possessed the power of the Green Stone, he did not understand how to use it to fight a Changer. Why hadn’t he asked Idrithar or Ellagine when he had the chance? Now he was alone, and unsure what to do. In the moment of indecision, Eliesmore remembered his cloak. Hurling himself to the ground, he flung the hood of his cloak over his head as the pointed shafts of arrows shattered around him.

      After a second, he assumed it was safe and stood up, allowing the cloak to slip from his shoulders. The Crons stared at their arrows, pinpointing the chamber although none of them had wounded Eliesmore. A volley of awed whispers hushed across the room as the Crons pointed at him. A green glow still bathed the chamber, and when Eliesmore lifted his hand, he saw waves of emerald green glowing on it. Making a fist, he watched with curiosity as the light resettled around him, reminding him of his purpose, reminding him who he was. He gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes as he stared up, past the rows of Crons to the highest balcony where the horned shadow watched him. He had come to save the Four Worlds, to bring life and hope to all. The Black Steeds were not his enemies, they could be saved. Drawing the Jeweled Sword, he held it out and watched the spires of light catch the jewels and spin a prism of color across the chamber.

      “Look!” he shouted, and it seemed his voice was louder and deeper than before. “My name is Eliesmore. I am the One. The Great Conqueror. I hold the Jeweled Sword. I dissolved the Green Stone. I am not your enemy, the Changers are. So run. Run for your lives. Run for freedom and hope. Run. Let me face my enemy. Our enemy. The battle. This battle. Is mine!”

      He felt every word ring in his soul yet an Iaen command poked his mind, begging to be said, wanting to be let out. A command whose meaning he could not understand. Sheathing the Jeweled Sword, he ran, springing for the balconies and climbed. His fingers moved faster than before, and the railing was easy to hold onto. When he reached the first balcony, the Crons retreated, dropping their bows as they turned and fled. As he climbed he heard it, a deep vibrant tone, unspoken, yet felt. An evil permuted the air.

      “Hold your ground!” The voice of a mortal roared. “Stand firm. It is only one Cron. He is not stronger than the Dark Servant. We will win this day!”

      Despite the command, the archers continued to flee, some shouting and shrieking in fear as Eliesmore climbed. Streaks of green light flowed out behind him. He was halfway up when a bolt struck him. It slammed into his side, tossing him into midair and hurling him downwards. Fingers reaching out he grabbed for something, yet his hands only felt light, and he fell back down toward the depths of the chambers. His mouth opened, and a yell bellowed out of his throat as the knowledge that such a fall from such a height would kill a mortal. The stones seemed to rise to meet him and, although he was not on the ground yet, he felt the tower quake. Bows and arrows fell in a myriad, some splashing onto the basin, bouncing off of its curved sides. Light unfurled as his body smacked the stone floor. He landed flat on his back, his breath forsaking his body with a whoosh. Tilting his head back, he waited for the blur of pain which would make him scream. After a long minute, his breath came back, burning his lungs. He gasped as he sat up, surprised to sense other than some scratches, he seemed unharmed. Gingerly he got to his feet, taking in the now empty balconies. A moment later, the ground shook again, and a horned wolf landed in front of him, holding a pitchfork.

      A cold dread formed around Eliesmore’s heart as he fixed his eyes on the creature, knowing with certainty the Dark Servant stood in front of him. There were no tales which described the true form of a Changer. Changers were known for taking the appearance of a mortal, yet the creature that stood before Eliesmore did not bear a resemblance to any mortal.

      The face of a gray wolf rose before Eliesmore while obsidian eyes without pupils glared at him. The Dark Servant stood on two hind legs. The rest of its body taking on the form of a massive mortal with thick legs, a broad chest, and immense arms. In one hand, it held a pitchfork that was so black Eliesmore felt his eyes were drowning in it. Hints of a shadow seemed to crawl over the three-pronged weapon, and as the Dark Servant thumped it against the stone, red sparks exploded from it.

      As he stepped back, Eliesmore noticed that instead of ears the beast had two horns that curved forward. The Dark Servant threw back his head and howled, the drawn-out whine sending a shiver down Eliesmore’s bruised spine. The Dark Servant pounded his chest with a furry, clawed hand, stamped the pitchfork once and howled again.

      Eliesmore stumbled as he backed away, one foot falling into the deep crevices of the Light of Shalidir. As he regained his balance, the Dark Servant charged. Eliesmore leaped out of the way before the curved horns could skewer him and lifted his sword. He wanted to engage the monster in a dialogue to determine where the Phutal was, but the beast roared again and charged.

      Angling the Jeweled Sword across his body, Eliesmore held the hilt with both hands as he prepared to swing. Standing with his feet apart, he braced himself, noting green motes of light encased the sword. As the Dark Servant attacked, Eliesmore swung the Jeweled Sword. The creature feinted at the last moment, dodging away from the perilous blade and driving the pitchfork toward Eliesmore’s side. Eliesmore bent his body away from the blow, but instead of ducking from the Dark Servant, he leaned into his next move.

      The Dark Servant growled as the sword swung dangerously close to his fur. His mouth parted, revealing curved, yellow fangs, dripping with long strings of salvia. Before Eliesmore could react, the Dark Servant brought the butt of the pitchfork up and slammed it into Eliesmore’s gut.

      Eliesmore flew backward, surprised at the force of the blow. Once again, he was hurled to the ground, and this time he felt the skin on his back split open as he slid against the stone floor. Suppressing a moan, he forced himself back to his feet and ran forward. Lifting his sword behind his head, he jumped into the air and swung.

      Shards of light ripped off the ground as the Jeweled Sword cut into the handle of the pitchfork, sending a jagged streak of red and green through the room. Claws shot up, ripping the air in front of Eliesmore’s face as the Dark Servant fought back. This time Eliesmore snatched back the Jeweled Sword and swung again, knowing he would miss. Even as the pitchfork blocked his sword, he continued the onslaught, encouraged by the light flickering around him. The beast raised its soulless eyes, confident as it parried and thrust, circling Eliesmore in a fatal game of blades.

      Eliesmore grinned as a fury he’d never known before rose. His brows creased as he moved forward, each blow making him feel stronger, determined. He could do this, regardless of his past. He had the power of the Green Stone, the power of creation. He raised his blade, and a dark bolt slammed into his chest. Pain seized him. Eliesmore staggered, one hand falling from his hilt to grip his chest. His breath came fast in tiny gulps as if he could not get enough. A fire started in his chest, and he bit his lip, determined to keep fighting through the intense misery that seemed intent on consuming him. It spread from his chest into his left arm, numbing him. What folly, to think he could destroy the Changers when they were clearly toying with him.

      His right hand, holding his sword, dropped as the throbbing pain spread to it. He blinked as he fought against it, unwilling to believe his failure as the agony forced him to his knees.

      He opened his eyes as bright yellow sparks floated in front of him, blocking his view of the Dark Servant. His chest heaved, his fingers uncurled from around his sword hilt. Darkness flashed in front of him as the clawed fingers of the Dark Servant reached out. Through his blurred vision, he saw furry feet walking toward him, curved nails scrapping the stones. The creature threw back its head and howled in victory. The eerie tone rang off the walls, bouncing off of the stones of the chamber and riding up the balcony. Light wavered around Eliesmore as his head lolled back. He searched within himself for something to save him. He was the only One; if he fell, the world would fall. This must be the fate the Truth Tellers attempted to warn him about.

      Still gasping for breath, Eliesmore’s memories fled back to his nightmares when he was young, and what his mother said to calm him down. Despite the danger, he closed his eyes as evil tried to overtake him. He stopped breathing and focused. His heartbeat slowed. The howl continued to echo, sending cold chills down his spine like a snake undulating over the rocks of a desert.

      The pain lessened, and at that moment, he realized the Dark Servant fought against his pain, his struggle, and his weakness. By taking his confidence, by shattering his control, the Dark Servant was winning. Eliesmore listened as the moment droned on. The howl faded, and the ground shook as the Dark Servant stood in front of him. A strong odor of blood, rot, and corruption washed over Eliesmore as the Dark Servant grabbed him by his hair, yanking his head back. Razor sharp nails dug into Eliesmore’s skull. He hesitated a beat longer, hoping his blind eyes would be sure, hoping he would not give himself away.

      As the hand lifted him, he moved. In one fluid motion, his fingers grasped the hilt of the Jeweled Sword. Flipping it around, he thrust it upward with all the strength he could muster.
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      “Retreat! Retreat!”

      The cry rang from tongue to tongue, passed from the sky to the creatures on the ground.

      Zhane whipped around, watching the great dranagin soar into the sky. It belched a cloud of fire over the marching woísts. They shouted and dived while others lifted their bows and let loose a string of black-tipped arrows. The dranagin rose higher, its golden wings disintegrating fluffy gray clouds as it wheeled south, returning to the shimmering mountains. A glimmer began on the edge of Zhane’s vision, coming from the northwest. A trickle of blood ran down his face as he turned, holding his sword before him, although it seemed the Xctas, Zikes, and Mermis had taken over the battle. There were no creatures near him to fight. The sound became muted as he stared at the sky, his hands falling limply to his side. He was unaware his mouth hung open in awe and wonder. Silently he pointed, as the glimmer grew brighter, igniting the sky. Emerald light uncurled above the castle, a new light in the sky, a second sun warming the golden rays of light with motes of vivid green.

      Eliesmore had completed the first deed; he had done what the Green Company set out to do. The Green Stone was dissolved. Throwing back his head, Zhane bathed in the light, allowing his heartbreak to desert him. It was time for the White Steeds to rise. Even as he thought those words, he heard shouts surrounding him on the battlefield. His eyes returned to the ground, and he saw warriors in different phases of astonishment.

      Two Crons, Black Steeds, knelt on the ground, their faces pointed toward the Green Stone. A pair of Mermis clothed in feathers and mist waved their swords, pointing west. Others were openly staring, mouths ajar, while those who recovered continued to drive the Black Steeds back into the castle.

      An army continued to march from the east as the cry rang across the battlefield. “Retreat! Retreat!”

      Yamier and Wekin were close by, and he ran toward them, pointing west as he took up the cry.

      “Why are we running?” Wekin shouted at him.

      Zhane ignored him, leaping over dead bodies as he ran uphill toward Idrithar. A line of Xctas alighted on the hill a distance from the bows of the Black Steeds, allowing their armed riders to dismount and enter the fray.

      “Zhane,” Idrithar called, his tone urgent with excitement as he sheathed his sword.

      The two met, clasping each other's forearms. Idrithar’s hair was wild from his flight, but a calm light shone out of his warm eyes. “What happened to you, my friend?” Zhane inquired in greeting, knowing the question did not require an answer for now.

      “He has done it,” Idrithar pointed at the sky, admiring the green light which shone upon the castle.

      It seemed to Zhane as if a portal to a new world had opened, and the heavens rained down blessing and favor. “What now?” he asked, watching the Xctas descend upon the woísts.

      “We must go to Werivment. We need to regroup and plan our attack strategy.”

      “What about Eliesmore?” Zhane offered. “We need confirmation; we need to know if the Dark Servant is dead.”

      “Aye,” Idrithar pursed his lips. “The Rain Warriors will soon arrive, and chaos will ascend on this plain. We must be away. Eliesmore has everything he needs. I assume Optimistic went with him?”

      “Yes,” Zhane lifted his sword as a few woísts ran toward them, faces twisted with murderous intent.

      “Retreat!” Idrithar bellowed, motioning to the army in the sky. “Retreat to the west!”
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      The roar of the battle rang in Ellagine’s ears as she ran toward the gates, searching for Glashar and Dathiem. Yamier and Wekin were gone, racing ahead with Idrithar, Zhane, and those Mermis who had seen fit to flee. Visra was in the thick of the battle, laughing manically as she sliced through rows of woísts and Crons.

      Ellagine’s heart pounded as if it would burst as she searched, walking among the dead, turning over bodies with her sword. When she saw them, she thought both of them were dead. Dathiem lay on his back, his eyes closed, a river of blood staining his chest and side. A flutter of fear pulsed against her ribcage as she tiptoed forward, barely daring to draw breath when they no longer could.

      Glashar’s face was nestled in Dathiem’s neck, her back rose and fell in shaky sobs. Ellagine stepped forward, allowing the green glow to rise on her hands, knowing she could do nothing. She was no healer. Sheathing her green sword, Ellagine knelt, bending over Dathiem’s body to touch the Falidrain.

      Ribbons of devastation rolled off Glashar’s shoulders, and when she lifted her face a mixture of blood and tears ran freely. She gazed, unseeing, as Ellagine picked her up.

      “Stay with me Glashar. We have to flee. We have to retreat.”

      One of Glashar’s fists closed tightly around Dathiem’s shirt, refusing to let go.

      Ellagine turned and gave a short whistle, holding up a hand. An Xctas dropped out of the sky, beady eyes staring sharply at the three on the ground.

      “Please,” Ellagine turned to the creature. “Carry us.”

      Ellagine closed her eyes as the airborne beast lifted them. She could not bear to look at Glashar and see the heartbreak ripping through her.
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      The sword sank into the belly of the Dark Servant. It moved upward slowly as it ripped and tore through muscles and ligaments. The dark influence over Eliesmore snapped like a sword broken in half. His eyes flew open as he continued to drive the sword upward. Green flames licked his blade as the jewels on the hilt glowed. The sword felt warm in his hands, but the Dark Servant still held his head, claws ripping the soft skin of his scalp. Gritting his teeth, Eliesmore roared as he pushed forward, using his leverage to stand. The Dark Servant threw back his head and howled in agony, his grip weakening even as he attempted to fight back. He thrashed, arms flailing, legs kicking out in vain to shake off Eliesmore’s hold.

      Eliesmore felt as if there were a bubble inside him, that tickled the edges of his chest as if it would burst. Torrents of green light continued to leak around him as he yelled, letting his old fears, his new determination, and his uncanny power pour into the Dark Servant. He wanted to shout; he wanted to tell the Dark Servant he was the One, the answer to the cries of the weak and the helpless. He wanted to tell the Dark Servant he would save the world from pain, sorrow, and death. Yet, before his eyes, he watched the horned shadow morph. The wolf head disappeared, the obsidian eyes grew rounder as its face rippled away. Taunt muscles blacker than night appeared. The creature’s face grew flat, its mouth forming a gaping hole. Knife-like fingers appeared, yet instead of reaching for Eliesmore, the creature reached for its core where the Jeweled Sword was buried. As soon as its hands touched the blade, it exploded. Green light hurled the shadow of the former Changer outward, scattering its soul across the sacred chamber. Flesh, matter, bone and sharp shards of the Changer’s soul smacked into the stone with a burning hiss.

      Eliesmore blinked as a putrid stench wafted across his nostrils, and the green light curled away. Holding the Jeweled Sword in one hand, he clapped his other hand across his nose and mouth. He watched in awe as the pieces of the soul caught the golden light and burst into flames, disintegrating the Changer into nothing but fine, black dust. The fire burned out in a few seconds, purifying the air. As Eliesmore turned, he realized he had killed his first Changer.

      His hand fell from his mouth to his heart as the momentum from the fight dropped away. Wordlessly he stared, gasping with surprise. His legs shook with astonishment as he backed toward the basin and sat down, leaning his head against the bowl. He was surprised at how strong his body felt. The babbling of the fountain began, or continued; he was unsure whether the sound of water had been there all along. A haze of emerald light shone down upon him, and when he lifted the Jeweled Sword, it looked different. The jewels on the hilt seemed to come alive, glistening and sparkling as if the release of the Green Stone’s power influenced them. On the blade, words in Iaen began to appear, yet when he turned his blade, they disappeared again.

      A pang struck his heart as he recalled his friends, the Horn, and the battle outside of the castle. He leaped to his feet as clarity pierced his heart. He did not need them anymore. They had completed the first quest. It was time for him to go. Sheathing the Jeweled Sword, he strode toward the door of the chamber. He had to find the Phutal, and even as he opened the door, a thought struck him, tugging at him with a persistent call, almost as strong as the call of the Iaen. It was time for him to return east. Before anything else happened, he had to go to Daygone.

      A vague warning pounded against his heart as he left the magical chamber where the Green Stone was dissolved. He set off on a run through the castle.
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      Optimistic lay flat on his back in the long green grass. It waved in front of him as he hid from woísts, listening and waiting. Back inside the castle after Eliesmore entered the chamber, more Crons had come. He noticed some trying to enter the room, yet it seemed a spell kept the door shut and hurled them backward each time they touched the handle. Eventually, they overwhelmed Optimistic, and he had to run. It took a while before he found his way out of the castle, somewhere on the northern end, on the other side of the battle. He exited in time to see the Green Stone shining in the sky while he heard his friends cheering and shouting. They had won this battle, for now, although he was confused by the sound of them retreating. For a moment he considered going to them, yet his feet led him onward until he fell into the grass, awed by the beauty of the Green Stone as it rivaled the light of the sun. Tucking his hands behind his head, he watched the light, and he thought even the stars circled around it, worshipping its beauty.

      Lifting a hand, Optimistic touched his face, finding it wet with tears. His cheeks hurt from the overwhelming joy he felt. At last, his quest was complete, he had done what his father, and his father’s father, and fathers before them set out to do. They had protected the Green Stone, passed from father to son, risking life and limb for this day. Placing his hand over his heart, Optimistic murmured words of thanks and admiration for what they had done. Taking a deep breath, he continued to stare upwards, proud of what he had the honor to be part of.

      A distant rumble drew his attention, and he turned toward the direction of the dark castle. Shading his vision as his eyes shifted back and forth deciding what to do. It seemed no other choice lay before him; he was unsure where the Green Company and the other White Steeds would go. Back east, to the fortress seemed the logical decision, unless they intended to wipe out the Black Steeds here and now. No, Optimistic shook his head. They needed Eliesmore to lead the charge, to destroy the Changers once and for all.

      The rumble came again. Optimistic crouched, picking up his bow. This time he turned his gaze north. Dark gray clouds hovered in the sky, rolling toward the castle like an army. Flashes of purple light erupted through them, self-contained in the storm. Optimistic scratched his neck as he stared at them, confusion marring his vision as he blinked. He rose halfway, knowing he needed to run before the storm overtook him.

      A wave of thunder rolled across the prairie and stalks of grass waved in the pre-storm wind. Optimistic hastily tossed his bow in his back, standing above the yellow-green grass that rose to his waist. As he did, he saw a lone figure running toward him.

      “Eliesmore!” Optimistic waved, giving away his hiding place as a current of warm relief swept over him. “Eliesmore!” he shouted again, relishing the ability to share his joy with his friend. Optimistic felt a grin split his face as Eliesmore jogged up to him.

      “Optimistic,” Eliesmore slowed to a stop, his black hair standing on end as the breeze blew over his face. “When I couldn’t find you, I feared the worst. I’m glad to see you are safe.”

      Optimistic reached out to embrace Eliesmore, pounding his back for good measure. “Of course I’m safe. We’re safe,” he emphasized, stepping back and throwing his arms wide. “You’ve done it, dissolved the Green Stone, what is there to fear?”

      Eliesmore gave a short laugh as he lifted his face to the skies, his eyes widening as they took in the Green Stone. “There it hangs like a jewel,” he whispered.

      Optimistic crossed his arms, his eyes following Eliesmore’s. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I can already see the effect it’s has on you,” he punched Eliesmore’s arm.

      Eliesmore’s shoulders dropped as he spun to face Optimistic, a horror sweeping across his face as he clenched his jaw. “What do you mean?” He demanded.

      Optimistic stepped back, surprised at Eliesmore’s reaction. Taking a breath, he let the joy settle in his heart as he eyed Eliesmore. “You are bigger and taller. Didn’t you notice, you’re at least five inches taller than me now, and…” he trailed off as he motioned to Eliesmore’s upper body. “What happened? What did you see while you were in the room?”

      Eliesmore was not a scrawny Cron by all means. However, he’d been shorter and smaller. It seemed his body had expanded to make up for his new found powers. It was a startling transition, and one Optimistic imagined would take Eliesmore some time to get used to.

      Eliesmore chewed his bottom lip, his eyes still on the sky. Optimistic felt as if he could see the thoughts turning in Eliesmore’s mind, selecting what to share and what to keep to himself. “Optimistic,” Eliesmore’s tone grew gentle again. “I’m sorry, I have much to tell you. Releasing the power of the Green Stone came with some surprises, I wish I knew more about powers and the Changers.” He sighed. “I fought the Dark Servant; he is dead now. I know we must find the Phutal and destroy it, but, first I must go to Daygone.”

      “I know.” Optimistic nodded. “Our friends retreated at the end of the battle, even though the promised army from the Western World came. I believe they will wait for you to lead them after all…”

      “Optimistic,” Eliesmore interrupted. “Who are they?”

      Optimistic followed Eliesmore’s hand as he pointed at the sky. While the two talked, the clouds of darkness had rolled over them. Although the light of the Green Stone shone clearly, sunlight had been blotted out. On a sea of misted gray clouds, Optimistic saw rain pouring down in a frenzy while lightning sparked across the clouds. The storm seemed to be trapped in the clouds as it rolled over them, bringing only darkness and wind. A sharp gust slapped Optimistic’s face as he narrowed his eyes. It took him a few minutes before he saw the “they” Eliesmore spoke of.

      Marching above the clouds was a white army, their forms hidden in the mist, yet appearing as lightning flashed. The beings were covered in armor with helmets on their heads. Each carried a scythe upright in their left hand as they marched toward the castle of the Constel Heights. Purple lightning lit up the clouds and what Optimistic assumed was an army, he now realized were only a dozen beings. They looked as if they were sculpted from gray clay with sightless round eyes. The beings glided across the sky as if answering to a hidden master. Optimistic’s finger shook as he held it up, his mouth trembling in surprise as two words dropped from his lip. “Rain Warriors.”
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      “Where do you think they are going?” Eliesmore ran his fingers through his hair as the Rain Warriors marched above them.

      “Perhaps they heard the Horn of Shilmi and are going to join the fight,” Optimistic shrugged, the tension in the air from the storm causing his blond hair to stand on end.

      Eliesmore glanced over, noting he had to tilt his head to look down at Optimistic. His body felt uncomfortable as if he’d grown a second skin and was trying to fit into it.

      “Should we go back and help them?” Optimistic suggested.

      “No,” Eliesmore shook his head. He could feel a rhythm in his head, a beat, calling him. “No,” he repeated. “We have to go to Daygone.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, if you are willing.”

      Optimistic’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “It would be an honor to join you, after all, I am the Keeper of the Green Stone.”

      A niggling crept up Eliesmore’s spine. He took a step forward, walking east with Optimistic beside him as he sorted his thoughts. “The Keeper of the Green Stone, what does that mean?”

      “As I’ve said before,” Optimistic waved his hands as he began explaining. “I come from a line of Treasure Hunters. Our mission has always been to protect the Green Stone until this day.” He pointed to the new light in the sky. “Now, I see my mission has changed. I must still protect the Green Stone; only, you hold the power of the Green Stone.”

      “So, you are one of my protectors now?” Eliesmore’s brows knitted together.

      “In a sense,” Optimistic frowned, pinching his chin. “It is difficult to explain. I am the Keeper of the Green Stone, the Protector. You, Eliesmore, you know where you are going, what you are doing, but there will be others who attempt to misuse the power. I must protect the power of the Green Stone from them.”

      Eliesmore quickened his pace, his arms swinging by his side as they walked across the prairie. The gray clouds had disappeared into the northwest, leaving only the gentle lights of the late afternoon. “I must admit, I need your thoughts, your guidance. There was a disturbing incident when I dissolved the Green Stone.” Eliesmore paused, sighing. “I don’t know how to explain what I felt and saw fully. What is done is done. Yet, I cannot help but sense there is more.” Dropping his eyes to the ground he fell silent, watching his footsteps. Again, he recalled the Truth Tellers rising from the basin and the dark words they spoke. Eliesmore was grateful Optimistic remained silent, waiting for him to go on.

      “How long have you known Ellagine, and the other Iaen,” he added the last part hastily, feeling his face grow warm.

      If Optimistic was confused by the question, he did not show it. “Six years, almost seven by now. I’ve always thought Ellagine is mysterious and beautiful, and my father spoke well of the Green People.”

      “Your father, he was the Keeper of the Green Stone?” Eliesmore asked cautiously.

      “Yes,” Optimistic nodded. “He brought it from the west years before I was born to hide it in the fortress of the White Steeds.”

      “And the Green Stone was mined from the Holesmoles and given to the Crons for safekeeping. By whom?”

      “Who mined it?” Optimistic pursed his lips. “It was hundreds of years ago. I imagine the records of the miners of that period have been lost.”

      “Yes, but who gave the stone to the Treasure Hunters? How did they know what it was?” Eliesmore pressed.

      “I don’t know,” Optimistic shrugged. “Eliesmore, this feels like an interrogation, what happened? Why are you concerned about the origins of the stone?”

      Eliesmore blew out his breath, deciding to confide in Optimistic. “It is not that I am concerned, simply confused. Before I dropped the stone into the fountain, three beings appeared, claiming they are the Truth Tellers.”

      Optimistic froze, his mouth forming an “o” as he stared at Eliesmore. “Truth Tellers you say?”

      Eliesmore motioned for Optimistic to keep walking. “Yes, they didn’t want the stone to be dissolved. But there was no time, I had to.”

      Optimistic moved slowly, head down as he considered Eliesmore’s words. “Truth Tellers only appear to Treasure Hunters. They give you the truth at a price. What truth did they give you?”

      “They said the world could only be saved for a time. Eventually the world will end.”

      “Everything ends,” Optimistic agreed. “It’s only a matter of time. Eliesmore, you should not carry any regrets regarding the stories the Truth Tellers told you. You are the One. You were born to dissolve the Green Stone and look,” he gestured first to the sky and then to the green meadow rolling before them. “Look, you have succeeded.”

      Eliesmore straightened his shoulders, Optimistic’s approval confirming his decision. “I do feel different though. Optimistic, it feels like there is something growing inside of me. Not physically though, it’s like there’s a part of my mind, or like I have an extra limb I don’t know how to use. When I was fighting the Dark Servant, it seemed to be there, waiting for me to use it but I didn’t… I don’t know how.”

      “Ah,” Optimistic murmured in sympathy.

      “I wish I had spoken more with Idrithar and Ellagine when I had the chance. Honestly, I don’t know how to use the power of the Green Stone.” Eliesmore felt foolish the moment the words left his mouth. He knew without a shadow of a doubt, he was the One. He felt strong, powerful even. With that knowledge he also realized the vastness of what he had to learn to complete his quests.

      “Perhaps you do have everything you need, you simply haven’t realized it yet,” Optimistic protested. “When we traveled, you spent hours learning from both Idrithar and Ellagine. They taught you the languages of the world and the power of words. Did you notice? When we fought in the Holesmoles, they used their words to activate their powers. You don’t need more instruction, you simply need to tap into what’s inside of you and release it.”

      “Oh.” Eliesmore grew quiet as Optimistic’s words penetrated.

      “Zhane taught you how to use the sword, you don’t need him to tell you how to hold your blade over and over again, it’s just practice. Idrithar, may he rest in peace, had full faith in you, as does Ellagine. They gave you everything you needed.”

      Eliesmore nodded. “I believe I’m beginning to understand. Thank you Optimistic,” he smiled.
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      The ground shook under Zhane’s feet as he ran. The sky turned dark, confirming Idrithar’s words as the army retreated. Most of them were airborne and Zhane spun around as they headed toward a clump of trees. The Black Steeds had disappeared into the fortress. While there were still a great number of woísts, they seemed to have broken off into smaller groups of only a dozen.

      A self-contained storm rolled over the top of the castle, freezing as it reached the highest tower. Zhane watched in awe as an armed warrior leaped down from the storm, forcing a ripple of purple lightning to split the sky. When the warrior’s massive feet struck, a violent tremor shook the ground. The warrior landed in a crouching position, as it uncurled from its defensive position, it grew. In a matter of seconds, it reached a height of twenty feet, holding its scythe upright.

      One by one the Rain Warriors descended, surrounding the castle, guarding it with stoic faces. Zhane faltered as he backed away, unable to tear his eyes from the stone guardians. Once the warriors were on land, the storm dissipated, leaving only the light of the Green Stone. For a moment, Zhane thought he saw a blur of white flashing in the direction of the desert and the mountains When he squinted to clarify his vision, he saw nothing more.

      “Zhane,” Idrithar urged.

      With a final glance back, Zhane hurried to join the retreating warriors. They fled across the lush meadow toward the river. Zhane assumed they headed to Werivment, the one place in the west it seemed the Black Steeds were too frightened to enter. Given, the aura of the thick woods surrounding the place where the seven rivers met was odd. A vague cloud of oppression hung over the area, giving Zhane the feeling that he tread on sacred ground where he was not permitted to walk.

      By the time they reached the bank of a river, gentle wisps of golden light tinted with emerald jewels graced the skies. As the thick woods parted, Zhane strode out into the soft mud of the riverbank, feeling it squelch under his booted feet. Thick redwood branches surrounded the river. A temporary hiding place from the armies of the Black Steeds. Restless chatter from the White Steeds filled the air as they gathered. An Xctas alighted before Zhane, laying a red stained body on the ground. Ellagine and Glashar climbed off the bird’s back, and as it rose Zhane felt a pang strike his heart.

      Dathiem was dead. Clenching his fists Zhane walked forward, letting his fury rise. It seemed a game of exchange was being played with him. Idrithar fell. Arldrine was lost. Idrithar returned. Dathiem was killed. Who would be next? The bloodlust grew thick as his vision clouded, he needed to strike, to kill. His feet itched to return to the battlefield although it was forsaken. He wanted to rush into a melee of woísts and slay them all until he’d avenged Dathiem’s death. Spinning he gripped his blade and ran back through the woods, searching for something to murder.
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      Glashar held on to Dathiem’s body, wailing inconsolably, tears and blood covered her body. Ellagine rubbed Glashar’s back, each sob striking her like a physical blow. Glashar would never be the same again.

      Ellagine shivered. Her thoughts drifting to Eliesmore as if thinking of him could remove her from the bitter aura of sorrow Glashar gave off. Her fingers twitched as she imagined what it would be like to lose Eliesmore. She could envision his green eyes smiling at her, as they always had, and his strong hand holding hers. Tears blurred her vision at the memory. Closing her eyes, she reached out with her mind, searching for him. Her gift to him, the Light of Shalidir, had been two-fold. While it was a light in the darkness, the stone in the middle would glow once he received the power of the Green Stone. The relic allowed her to track Eliesmore, for when she reached out with her mind, threads of his emotions filtered back to her. Even though she’d had to leave him at the Constel Heights, she knew he was well. Bits of joy floated back to her, he was happy, at peace, he had succeeded.

      “Ellagine? Glashar?” Indonesia’s question cut through her thoughts, snapping the thread of contact.

      Ellagine brushed tears from her eyes as she looked up at Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka. Ellagine felt herself relax at the sight of the three, they were the oldest White Steeds she knew, and they tended to take control of situations. They were dressed for battle, with their vibrant hair parted into three braids which hung loosely in the back, with white feathers mixed in. Their faces were painted with the symbol of the Watchers, the Light of Shalidir. One silver line ran from forehead to chin, depicting north and south. Another line ran across the bridge of their noses, under their eyes from ear to ear, pointing east and west.

      “You came,” Ellagine whispered. She had a sudden longing to stand up and be embraced, much like her mother did when she was young. An ache grew in her heart at the thought of her mother.

      “As planned,” Indonesia squatted in front of them, her dark eyes full of concern. “We heard about Dathiem. Glashar, are you ready? It is time for his final journey.”

      Glashar held a hand over her mouth as if trying to keep the sobs inside. She shook her head violently. When she opened her mouth to protest, a cry came out instead. “I can’t. I can’t go on.”

      Indonesia rested her hand on Glashar’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “We will help you.”

      Standing, Indonesia waved over four male Mermis. They lifted Dathiem’s body and carried him to a boat with white oars, one of the same boats the Green Company built in Shimla. Glashar walked forward, numb with grief as she climbed into the boat to arrange his body. She smoothed the wrinkles of his tunic and folded his hands over his chest. When she pulled his long braid over his right shoulder, she bent her head, holding the end of the braid tight in her hand, as if she wanted to cut it off. Finally, she lay it on his shoulder and bent over him, touching her lips to his. “Wake up.” She whispered. “Wake up.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Evening shadows covered the sky as they gathered by the river bank to lay Dathiem to rest. Glashar climbed out of the boat and knelt in the mud by the riverbank as the Mermis pushed Dathiem into the current. Visra perched in the treetops with the Xctas while the Silver Herd of winged horses stood among the trees. The Mermis joined Ellagine, Glashar, Idrithar, Zhane, Yamier, and Wekin by the shore. Bowing their heads, the company began to sing a blessing for the dead. Words twisted into a mournful lament, speaking of sorrow, pain, and hope for a better future.

      Ellagine did not bend her head. She watched the boat as the waves carried it west, toward the current where the seven rivers met. A vague feeling of discomfort came over her as she realized the boat moved in the wrong direction. She’d always assumed the rivers flowed east, for the route to the Beyond, the Pillars of Creation lay eastward. Her brow furrowed in confusion, perhaps she was concerned about nothing.

      As the song ended, a silence swept over the company. Placing hands over hearts, with eyes closed, they wished Dathiem peace as he traveled to his final resting place. Tears streamed down Glashar’s face. She bit her lip, holding back sobs. Ellagine withdrew her eyes from Glashar’s, forcing the guilt away. She had begged Glashar to use all her power to save Eliesmore. The world needed Eliesmore more than it needed Dathiem. In the end, Glashar needed her lost powers to save her love. Shuddering, Ellagine returned her gaze to the boat. As she watched, there was a flash of gold and the boat vanished.

      Ellagine gave an inward gasp, shifting her gaze toward the company, yet it seemed none had seen the strange occurrence in the water. Her discomfort grew. Perhaps it was only the way they buried their dead; she was not used to the ways of the mortals.

      The Mermis and Xctas began to leave, a silent order swept across the army as they became airborne, a few at a time. Ellagine felt the pull, the tug; it was time to return to Shimla. Time to return home. A cold shudder swept over her as she glanced again at Glashar, knowing a price would be demanded. What was asked of her, she must do. Ellagine considered whether she should tell Glashar what she knew even though it frightened her.

      As she thought of home, the song the words sang became clear. One voice repeated the words which had danced in her subconscious ever since she was born.

      

      
        
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

      

      

      

      Her earlier memories were those words; she could almost see them being written in blood-black ink. There were seven verses; the words long may you live, long may you prosper, weaving through them. While the meaning of the words was unclear, she knew the song was her destiny, the revelation of the words would reveal her fate. The tug of home came again. She turned her head and her eyes met Idrithar’s. He was watching her, and his eyes were cold.
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      Idrithar splashed water on his face and ran it through his dirty blond hair, twisting his longish locks back into a bun on top of his head. A somber mood hummed in the air as night took over. The loss of Dathiem was a blow. It would take time for the company to recover even though the Green Stone was dissolved. Idrithar eyed the green light as he shook water off his arms and reached for his shirt to cover his bare chest. Winter winds would soon set in, it was best to leave the Constel Heights as soon as possible before the armies of woísts found them. Briefly, Idrithar considered how cruel it had been for him to leave the Green Company in the mountain of fire. It had been for the greater good. He snapped his fingers impatiently as he glared at his hands. He hoped time would bring his powers back, yet he must accustom himself to the truth. The Rakhai had stolen his power.

      “Idrithar.”

      He froze. Indonesia. Standing tall he pivoted to face her, shrugging on his tunic. Her features stood out in the night, midnight blue hair, long bare legs and the delicate wings fluttering on her feet. A curved knife hung from her belt. It was almost the length from elbow to wrist, shorter than a sword, yet longer than a traditional knife.

      “Indonesia,” he let his voice become warm, his eyes growing gentle as he studied her.

      She took a step toward him as if she wanted to embrace him.

      “Why are you here?” he buttoned his tunic slowly, watching her eyes flicker to his nimble fingers.

      “You called,” she breathed as she studied him, her eyes roving over his body. “As I have told you: when you call, I will come.”

      He pursed his lips into a thin line, stopping just short of frowning at her. “I used the Horn of Shilmi to call the army, it was not meant for you specifically.”

      She crossed her arms, taking a step back in defense. “I came to bring the gifts of our Father; may he rest in peace.” Indonesia bowed her head, hiding her expression for a moment. “I also came to tell the army they must return to the fortress. We will wait for Eliesmore there; we cannot attack without him.”

      Idrithar tilted his head, letting her see his displeasure. “You are taking the army back east?” His nostrils flared. “You know the west lands are covered with woísts.”

      “We can do nothing until we have the power of the Green Stone leading us,” Indonesia balled her hands into fists. “Did you see what happened at the Constel Heights?”

      “Yes, with the Rain Warriors,” he held up a hand to appease her. “I know. We need a strategy; the Changers are two steps ahead of us. They have a plan, we have to make ours.”

      Indonesia’s shoulders slumped. She stepped forward, lifting her face to his. “Yes, we need Eliesmore though. If we scatter throughout the lands, cutting down the woísts, we accomplish nothing unless we destroy the Changers.”

      “I know, listen,” he let hints of reassurance drip through his voice. “We will discuss in the morning; today has been exhausting.” He glanced down the shore where the remaining company was settling down to sleep.

      Her eyes flashed as she moved closer. Resting her fingers on his biceps she stood on her tiptoes, her lips brushed his cheek like the rush of cool wind against his face.

      “You should not do that here. Others can see,” he reminded her.

      She held one finger to her lips, mischief dancing across her face. “I will have you when I have you.”

      “Later,” he told her, touching her elbow gently. “I must speak to Ellagine.” He paused before he moved away, reassuring her with a look.

      He walked down the shore, looking for Ellagine. Zhane had disappeared again, likely to keep watch. Inwardly he was thankful Indonesia was sending the army away, a large company meant they would be more likely to be attacked. He passed Yamier and Wekin, whispering by the riverside as they washed away blood and grime from the battle. Their jeweled eyes glittered as they nodded at him. He saw the respect and honor they held for him along with the grief they felt at the loss of Dathiem. The young Crons were maturing well, yet all the same, it was best for them to return to the fortress with the White Steeds.

      Ellagine stood on the bank facing east, hugging herself as the cool wind blew over the river. “Is Eliesmore safe?” Idrithar asked as he walked up beside her.

      “Yes,” she did not look at him. “Optimistic is with him. They are headed to Daygone.”

      “You mean to follow him?”

      “Nehíthermal, I must return to Shimla. Glashar and Visra are coming with me.”

      Relief swept through him; the Iaen were leaving. “How are you getting back?”

      “We will take the Xctas. The Mermis are leaving to return to the fortress. Surely you know this.”

      Idrithar grunted, curious about how much Ellagine knew. “At least wait until morning, we can properly say our farewells.”

      “I saw what happened in the mountain of fire,” Ellagine remarked offhandedly, giving him a sidelong glance.

      “You mean what you thought happened,” Idrithar corrected her. He had his secrets, Ellagine had hers.

      “I saw you jump, and later, I saw Arldrine stay behind. I know you do so for the greater good, but you forget about those you leave behind.”

      “I never forget about those I leave behind,” Idrithar corrected her. “It’s the reason I’m still alive. You must have seen the Rakhai; they drained me. What is lost is lost.”

      “You will gain much more than you have lost.” Ellagine touched his shoulder, turning him to face her. “Your story is not over yet.”

      He stroked his beard, mulling over thoughts in his head. “You give hope to mortals, it is unlike your kind.”

      “My kind,” Ellagine repeated. She smiled, her shoulders relaxed as her guard disappeared. “I have always sought to bring hope to the world, mortals and immortals alike.”

      “The world is grateful for your assistance. For now, I only question what you will do afterward.”

      Ellagine continued to smile at him. “I know what you do in secret when you think no one is watching,” she whispered.

      He turned to leave. “Threats do not become you.”

      As he strode along the riverbank, her words floated to him. “Don’t threaten me, and I won’t threaten you.”
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      Visra was bored. She paced on the river bank, watching the soft glimmer of the Green Stone. It shone brighter than the stars even though it was near the middle of the night. Sleep seemed a waste of time. Rubbing her hands together she flexed her wings, searching for mischief. Her eyes fell on Glashar who lay by the waters; her hands tucked under her cheek. Her eyes were glazed over, unseeing. Visra bit her tongue, hating the sight of the beautiful Falidrain. “This is your punishment, you know,” Visra whispered as she crept toward Glashar. “Mortals and immortals should never copulate. What you did was wrong.”

      There was nothing, not even a flicker of anger or regret. Visra huffed, crossing her arms. It was no fun to goad someone without a life. She turned to walk away, scowling as a thought crossed her mind. She should tell Glashar what she knew even though she did not want to. Glashar ruined her life, stealing her powers, yet someone had to be the bigger person in this situation. Visra’s life was focused on death and hate. Seeing Glashar lying there, as if she were dead, was worse than gloating. Glashar had lost power and love.

      Visra muttered a string of curses as she turned around, kneeling beside Glashar, staring into her sightless eyes. “Are you just going to lie there? Aren’t you going to get him back?”

      In one fluid motion, Glashar sat up, staring at her, panting slightly. “What did you say?”

      “Get him back,” Visra pointed to the flowing waters. “After all, he’s only dead; you can find his soul.”

      “How?” Glashar demanded, her face flushing with hope.

      Visra snickered, her enemy was back. “Ask the Truth Tellers. Ellagine knows how to find them although she is afraid of them. We have to return to Shimla and seek them there.”

      Glashar put a hand to her mouth, whispering, “‘Find me.’ I know this. Why didn’t I think of this?”

      “Because you’re whining,” Visra stuck out her tongue at her. “You should stop crying and take action.”

      Tears threatened to spill over Glashar’s hazel eyes and Visra almost wished she’d kept silent. Traveling with a crying Idrain would not be fun. She should go with Idrithar and Zhane and kill creatures, yet deep down inside she could hear the forest calling her.

      “Visra,” Glashar said, her lips trembling. “I’m sorry. Thank you.”

      The meaning behind those words swept over Visra, and her desire to snap Glashar’s head off disappeared. She leaped up, scowling to hide her emotions. “You were going to cry the whole way and ruin our return,” she muttered. She couldn’t stand the hope on Glashar’s face and, turning around, she fled in the opposite direction.
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      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      “How do you know my name?” Shalidir demanded as the wings on her back shifted and morphed away. “How did you find out?” She trembled, her nostrils flaring, her lips half open as fury flooded her dark eyes.

      He threw back his head and laughed. She took a step closer, her open palm slapping his immaculate face. The sharp sound echoed across the hewn stones of the tower. He let her hit him, knowing it would be all too easy to bend her over his knee and break her.

      “Dare you question me? You have my name. You know who I am, yet you came here all the same, with the child, our child, to seek the truth. I stand before you, denying nothing, and yet you are angry.”

      “You needed confirmation of the truth; you threw me out of the tower for proof!” She shouted at him, sparks of green shooting off her arms like the pointed shaft of an arrow.

      He snatched her up, pinning her arms to her sides as he held her. Their faces were inches apart as he squeezed her. “Shalidir, Lady of the Green People.” He was furious, yet amused, at the knowledge. “Daughter of my worst enemy and daughter of my sister, Lady of the Green People. The stars of old know the truth. If I am close enough to the heavens, they come down at night to whisper secrets to me. They see all that happens here in this world, you should know about the stars.”

      “My mother is not your sister,” she snapped, her fury rippling over him.

      “Aye, she is. Not by blood, in name only, it is one and the same. The King and Queen of the Green People treated me like a son. When they left for the eternal shores, my sister and I would have ruled, if I had wished it.”

      Shalidir struggled in his arms, her shoulders hunched tightly as she attempted to lean away from him. “You did not wish to rule the Green People. You killed their queen and drank her blood. I know the story.”

      “Queen Khalidir promised me her power. I only took what I was given,” he laughed darkly, licking his lips as he recalled how her heart tasted. “Besides, the Horn of Shilmi was carved from her bones, a powerful relic that seems to fall into the hands of mortals.”

      “The Horn of Shilmi was recovered by my people,” Shalidir began, her eyes widened as she realized the incidental information she’d given him. “Let go of me, you are a demon of darkness. Bringing you death shall be my pleasure.”

      Rage boiled within him, a roar rolling up from the pit of his being. Leaning forward he clamped his mouth down across her neck, biting her hard, letting her feel the razor sharpness of his pointed teeth. He paused before he broke the skin, leaving a bruise on her neck. It would swell with pain, reminding her of him. She whimpered under his touch, her chest heaving as she struggled in vain to escape his clutches.

      He pulled away, letting go of her. “Name calling does not become you. You are above such foolery, as am I. If you seek my demise, why did you return with the child? You know there is a shield of protection over the forests of Shimla and the Land of Lock to the south. I cannot tread there, and my brother and sister have imprisoned me here for they are weary of me.” He walked away from her, dropping his head, letting his shoulders fall. She was still young, while violence would not work against her, he could use her lust for him and words. She was proud, headstrong, and she desired power just as much as he did. If she thought he was lonely, if she thought he needed her, she would stay. Clasping his hands behind his back, he went on. “You are still young. You don’t know what it is like to watch the years of your life drop endlessly into nothingness. I have desired to escape these lands, crawling with the souls of the mortals and their petty desires. They know nothing of life as you and I know it. They waste their years thirsting for knowledge, rutting in passion, seeking fulfillment and love with their mates and children. They are greedy for treasure, riches, yet they know nothing of creation and true power. When I saw you, you showed me the light. The Light of Shalidir.”

      He paused his monologue, tempted to turn around and visualize how his words were working on her. She was silent. Listening. “You know I desire ultimate power. At first, I thought collecting tokens from powerful mortals and immortals would give me ultimate power, but I was wrong. Taking power from the Queen of the Green People was a temporary thrill, an intoxicating high, and so I sent the Tider to find the Great Clyear of Power. I had a few of the other Clyears, yet they remained useless until the stars told me about the Green Stone, the power of creation.” He let his arms fall to his side as he rotated his body toward her. “The Green Stone will give me and you everything we desire. With its power, we can leave this world and become like the stars in paradise. We will have the power to become the Creators and build our own world with none of the destructive tendencies this world holds. With the power of the Green Stone, we will live for an eternity, we can leave a legacy here, the new breed. Blood of our blood.”

      He held out a hand, forcing his features to become gentle, opening his eyes wider as if begging. “We made a plan together. You and I. The last decade has given me clarity. I know who you are, and you know who I am. You have a choice before you, either way, I will let you walk free.” He lied as he walked toward her. If she refused him, he would rip her apart and drink her blood. He still had a daughter; he could use her to achieve his goals. It did not matter who lived and who died, his plan was in motion, he would succeed.

      She was still angry, shimmering pale green as she considered his words. He could almost see the conflict taking place in her head. There was only one thing left to do. He lifted his face to the light and held out his hands. Closing his eyes, he let his form ripple away, revealing the horned shadow to her, showing her who he was. His eyes turned red as his shadow rippled across the floor, his monstrous form towering above her. “Shalidir. You must choose. Are you my enemy or my ally?” He demanded. “Choose!”
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      “Where is Arldrine?” Indonesia paced the ground in front of the river.

      It was early morning, just after sunrise. The Iaen were eager to leave yet the Mermis desired an audience with the Green Company. To Idrithar’s right stood Zhane, Yamier, and Wekin. A pace away stood Ellagine, her face flushed and shoulders tall. Visra tapped her foot impatiently on the ground, her wings fluttering as she scowled at the delay. Glashar folded her arms across her body, her golden hair covering her bent head, allowing none to see her expression.

      “We lost her in the mountains,” Zhane murmured roughly, his eyes hard.

      Idrithar’s memory flittered back to Ellagine’s words the evening before. Was Arldrine lost or did she stay behind? Did she recognize herself as the dead weight the Green Company carried and realize it was time to let go? She was confident, sure of her actions. Idrithar was certain whatever Arldrine had done to lead to her untimely death was for the best.

      Indonesia frowned before clearing her throat and stepping forward, motioning for Sletaira and Leaka to follow her. Clasping her hands at her waist she began, studying each of them.

      “When we heard the Western World was sending help, thanks to our Father, may he rest in peace,” the three Mermis bent their heads in reverence, “we asked for the weapons of our Father.”

      Idrithar noted the way they said “our father.” It was a common term the Mermis used for elders they held in great respect. At times he knew who they were referring to, at other times it was ambiguous. He knew their grandfather was King Vincsir of Spherical and their fathers were Crinte the Wise and Marklus the Healer, all three were referred to as “our father.” It was the same with the Green People, they saw parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents as one as the same. The Idrains, such as Glashar and Visra, were not born, they did not have parents to speak of and tended to misunderstand mortals.

      “These weapons do not come lightly,” Indonesia went on, a look of reverence moving over her face. Behind her, Leaka and Sletaira bowed their heads, murmured words moving from between their lips. “The Wise Ones determined the plight of the South World is similar to one the Western World faced. It has been many years since these weapons were used, and while they retain the same powers they had in the days of the Five Warriors, the potency of the weapons changes based on the bearer. Each of you was chosen because you paid the ultimate price by standing by the One when no one else would. It is with great honor I give you the weapons of our Father.”

      Indonesia lifted her hands and turned toward Leaka, who placed a sword in her arms. Indonesia held it in both hands as she moved in front of Idrithar. He blinked when he saw what it was, hiding the swift disappointment he felt as if she had kicked him in the side. Indonesia bent her knees while holding up the sword. “To the leader of the Green Company, Idrithar the Wise, we present you with the sword of Alaireia the Ezinck, Keeper of the Great Clyear. May the power of this blade guard and protect you and those you select to walk at your side as you defeat the Black Steeds.”

      A gasp echoed through the air as, rising, Indonesia placed the sword in Idrithar’s hands, keeping her head bowed so she would not see his expression.

      “It is with thanks I accept this honor,” he told her. As she backed away, he drew the sword and held it up to the light. The hilt was silver while the blade had a sharp gold line running vertically from end to end. His fingers tingled as he held it, and the gold line grew brighter as if reacting to his touch.

      Sletaira handed Indonesia another sword, weighing it as if it were precious stones. Indonesia moved to Zhane and repeated her actions, bowing while holding the sword before him. “To Zhane the Warrior, we present you with the sword of our Father, Crinte the Wise. May the wisdom of our Fathers guide you as you lead the way.”

      Zhane took the gold hilt and pulled it free of its scabbard, exposing the blade with the oracles that winked in the new light. Zhane held it up, awe and admiration shining on his face.

      Indonesia took the third sword with a silver blade from Leaka and walked up to Wekin. “To Wekin the Cron, we present you with the blade of Starman the Trazame. May your enemies grovel at your feet as you fight for a new era.”

      Wekin’s mouth hung agape in surprise. “Me?” he stammered. “I get a weapon of the Five Warriors?”

      “Do not think little of yourself.” Indonesia smiled fondly at him. “You have seen pain and sorrow, yet your heart is determined. After all, you are a member of the Green Company. Do not doubt your greatness.”

      Wekin stepped back, staring at the blade, his jaw moving although he did not utter another word.

      “Finally,” Indonesia took a carved bow and a quiver with blue tipped arrows from Sletaira. “To Yamier the Cron we give you the bow and arrows of Marklus the Healer. You will never miss your mark with this bow.”

      Yamier’s eyes rounded with wonder as he took the bow and quiver, glancing at Wekin. The two grinned at their luck.

      Indonesia took the last weapon from Leaka, a bow made of dark wood with a quiver of blue arrows. Idrithar heard Ellagine’s audible gasp as Indonesia walked up to Zhane. “Zhane, I was hoping to give these to Arldrine. Since she is missing, the bow and arrow of Legone the Swift go to you.”

      Zhane nodded, his eyes darkening in sorrow for a moment.

      Indonesia stepped back, standing shoulder to shoulder with Sletaira and Leaka. “Just as the weapons were made for the Five Warriors, so you shall find, these weapons will sync with your will. In time, you will find out why these are given to you and your unique purpose in saving this world. We will never forget what you each gave up to stand with Eliesmore the One, finder of the Jeweled Sword.”

      Ellagine stepped forward, interrupting the sacred moment. She lifted a hand in a farewell gesture. “This may be the end of the Green Company, yet it is only the start of the salvation of our world. Long may you live. Long may you prosper.”

      “Why is everyone leaving?” Wekin bemoaned.

      Glashar turned away, unable to offer goodbyes in her sorrow.

      Visra smirked. “Perhaps we’ll meet again.”

      Zhane walked forward, gripping Ellagine’s arm in farewell.

      Idrithar saw the Silver Herd landing; it was time to go their separate ways.

      “Idrithar? A word in private,” Indonesia walked up to him, breaking him out of his reprieve.

      He followed her into the thicket, still carrying the sword. “I see you gave the sword of Crinte the Wise to Zhane,” he remarked dryly.

      “I know you wanted it,” her response was flippant, almost taunting. “Yet it goes to Zhane. You hold power, in time, you will learn to control the blade of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear.”

      “I am grateful,” he told her. “In fact, I am honored to carry the blade of one of the Five Warriors. I only thought as wise comes to wise you would see fit to grant me the sword of your father.”

      “You are nothing like my father,” Indonesia interrupted, eyes flashing.

      “You mistake my meaning,” Idrithar held up a hand, studying her expression. Indonesia had a way of getting under his skin and twisting his words, even after twenty-some years. It seemed she intentionally provoked him. He mentally prepared himself for her affront. “The sword of the last of the Order of the Wise should pass through a line of Watchers for generations to come.”

      “Yes, generations to come,” Indonesia mocked him. “You said it yourself. Idrithar, you have no children. You don’t have a bloodline to pass the sword to.”

      “Nor does Zhane,” he reminded her, holding up a finger.

      Indonesia took a step toward him; he sensed her anger vibrating through the air. “No, he is much younger though, and more likely, after the world is at peace, to find someone. His destiny lies here in the west. I have sensed it, the Iaen have sensed it. Unless you find someone else, you are not destined for children.”

      “Is it your intention to be cruel?”

      “No,” her hand flew to her mouth as she realized what she had said. “I’m sorry. Idrithar, I didn’t to mean to be…” she trailed off, reaching for him.

      He shrugged off her hand. “They have killed all the older people, haven’t they?” He sought confirmation for a known truth. Throughout his travels, he’d searched for people his age. He’d watched the White Steeds in hiding, and the Black Steeds grouping together to fight back. He’d seen males, females and their young children, none older than forty years. It only confirmed his suspicions. The Black Steeds, perhaps under orders from the Changers, were killing off anyone old enough to remember the days of Magdela the Monrage. Idrithar could only assume the elders had seen something or maybe even knew a dangerous secret. It was an unsettling truth to think he, in his forties, could be one of the elders of the South World, aside from the three Mermis. They were much older than him although they were intentionally vague about their age. Even the older Iaen had been frightened away, fleeing to the Pillars of Creation.

      “We were airborne,” Indonesia replied. “I did not see people. Talk to me. What are you thinking?”

      “Nothing we haven’t discussed before. We have achieved a great victory yet something is wrong.”

      “Something is always wrong,” Indonesia muttered, brushing a loose strand of hair out of her face.

      “Why are you mocking me?” he blew out his breath in frustration. “There is a reason behind every action, a reason the King of Spherical sent you and your cousins, the Blended Ones, away. There is a reason your great-grandfather was sent into exile in the Eastern World, although none explained why. The immortals are hiding something from the mortals, only those with longevity know the secret. Why?”

      “Immortals versus mortals, you said it yourself, this is what is wrong with the world. Even the Wise Ones, such as you, attempt to divide people into categories. There are rich and poor, old and young, male and female, mortal versus immortal, the people groups and others. You wonder why there is dissension among the people and talking animals; you ask why the Changers rose to power, why they seek to rule the Four Worlds.” Her eyes grew earnest as she spoke, her face turning pink with passion. “I have traveled east and west, and now here I dwell in the south, because of the prophecy, and because of you. When I was young, I was naïve. I took action without asking questions; I did what I was told without asking why. A question I should have asked from the very beginning. As we grow older, a desire rises within us, a desire to right the wrongs of the world and fix old regrets. We look back on the past and see how we can create a future that benefits all. Don’t you feel it, the desire to rule?”

      “Aye,” he agreed, physically relaxing. Indonesia knew how to provoke him, yet she knew him well. His secret relationship with Indonesia was one reason he’d kept silent when Dathiem and Glashar became openly affectionate during the past year. He could have stopped them, perhaps Dathiem would be alive if he had. Relationships between mortals and immortals often ended badly, yet Indonesia was the daughter of a great hero, Crinte the Wise. She carried the bloodline of mortals which made him feel less guilty. Although he kept it a secret because he was one of the Wise Ones, he was a leader; others should follow his example. His actions could be viewed in a negative light if others saw one of the leaders of the White Steeds trysting inappropriately with an immortal. Leaving her, and leaving her often, made it easier to carry their secret.

      She placed her hand on his heart, listening to its rhythmic beating. “You desire peace and harmony, yet you desire to rule. As it goes, when we are young we are curious, we seek to learn the mysteries of the world. When we are older, we know what we can do to save the world, and we desire power. It is a cycle which plays out again and again. You have the Horn of Shilmi and the sword of the Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear, what more do you want?”

      “I want to know why the elders are slain and what the Green People are planning. I want to know why Eliesmore goes to Daygone, without the protection of the Green Company. I want to know why you have come and why you take the army away while the woísts are flooding the west."

      “You are close to getting what you want, and I am close to getting what I want,” she remarked, deflecting his words. “The closer we come to achieving our goals, the further apart we become. Tell me, oh Wise One, what do you need from me?”

      Her midnight blue hair shifted in the light. He let his gaze become warm. “Return to the fortress, build the ships, train the army. We will need them to defeat the Changers and their armies.”

      “After the Changers are defeated, do you hope to rule the west?” She considered him, turning her head in a way that made him uncomfortable. He felt his blood boil.

      “You ask about knowledge and power; you play with words. Indonesia, you know there must be Watchers in this world. We have discussed this before why do you keep testing me with your words?” He crossed his arms.

      “It’s because you are perfect. You are always right, and you can do no wrong. Allow me some pleasure in twisting your words.” She lifted her face, taunting him. “Give me what I want so I can leave.”

      Her mouth parted as her eyes fluttered between his lips and eyes. Kisses were the only way to appease her. She collected his kisses like tokens and used them against him. He covered her hand with his. “Careful,” she warned him, dropping her head to glance around the forest. “Someone could see us.” She threw his words from earlier back into his face.

      He silenced her with a look, pressing her hand into his heart as he touched his lips to hers. She closed her eyes, but he kept his open as he kissed her, knowing they could be attacked at any moment.

      She pulled back, a smile gracing her lips as if she’d won a great victory. “Would you like to borrow a winged assistant for your journey?”

      “No,” Idrithar stepped back as she let go of him. “I’ve had quite enough of air travel.” He lifted his chin, unwilling to let Indonesia see how nauseous flying made him feel.

      “I will see even less of you then,” she turned on her heel.

      He let her walk away, waiting for a beat before he followed her.
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      Year 943. (2 months earlier).

      The Cascade Mountain Range.

      

      Arldrine pulled the arrow tight in her bow, watching the woísts march toward her. She studied their hideous faces as they chanted.

      

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep Black Evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep Black Evil.

      

      

      

      Squinting she bit her tongue and let her first arrow fly, reaching back for another one as the arrow sunk into the eye socket of a woíst. It fell backward with a heavy thump, embedding its shape into the snow. The woísts paused, turning toward the tree of light, they marched toward Arldrine. She let two more arrows fly, licking her dry lips as the creatures roared, barreling toward her safe haven. Two more fell at the foot of the circle of light. A third lifted its battle ax and hurled it. Arldrine instinctively ducked out of the way as the blade zinged through the air. A whooshing sound accompanied it as it flew toward the tree. Before it hit the light, an audible shudder shook the ground, and the ax fell, useless, into the snow. Arldrine’s mouth fell open, and she reached for a branch, pulling herself to a better position to see what had occurred. A golden bubble wavered between the ground where the golden light began, and the snow ended. As if confirming the barrier, another woíst flung itself forward, intending to leap into the circle and chop down the branches until Arldrine fell. The barrier whined again, restraining the creatures as they roared in fury, struggling against the invisible force. Arldrine lifted her bow with renewed energy, unsure how long the barrier would hold. She loosened arrow after arrow, each one driving into her mark, maiming some but killing most. It wasn’t until her quiver was empty that she stopped, breathing hard from the exertion.

      The woísts surrounded the tree and hacked at the invisible barrier. Gold sparks ignited, hurling them backward when they attempted to cross onto sacred ground. Arldrine dropped her empty quiver, watching it thump against the ground. The tree shook as she swung down, slumping against it as she watched the woísts. She was safe and warm, yet she was under siege. Alone. Her limbs trembled as the adrenaline from the attack faded. She did not understand; she was used to being alone, in fact, she preferred the forests of Truemonix to any other place in the South World. Why did she feel beret as if her heart had been ripped out? Why did she feel lonely?

      Her body continued to quake until sobs poured out of her throat. She opened her mouth, gasping for breath as tears rolled down her cheeks, dripping off her chin. Leaning forward, she pulled up her knees and wrapped her arms around herself, rocking back and forth as she cried. The years of pent-up emotion and unaddressed pain flowed from the depth of her being. She wept for her people, the Ezincks, who seemed to have faded from existence. She cried for the empty woods where life had forsaken even the plants. She wept for the White Steeds, broken and hopelessly striving to stand up for life when the world fought against them. She wept for the Green Company beset with trouble and tribulations. She wept for the pain in her lame foot and the creatures waiting to kill her. She wept for Zhane as he marched toward death. She wept until the tears came no more and her heart was hollow. Instead of keeping watch she leaned over and fell asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When she woke, someone was holding her. Her eyes flew open in alarm taking in the gray skies, golden light and spindly branches of the tree. They wrapped around her body, holding her off the ground. Reaching out a hand, she touched an ebony branch feeling the heat that came from it. "Thank you,” she whispered.

      In reply the branches curled away, placing Arldrine upright within the circle. Standing on her own two feet Arldrine knelt in front of the tree, reaching up her right hand to touch its trunk. It was alive. She could hear its spirit purring in contentment. "How long have you been here alone?” There was no reply from the tree other than the soft undercurrent, the persistent hum.

      A pear fell from the tree, dropping into Arldrine’s hands. She sunk her teeth into it as she rose, noting her body felt new and fresh. Turning she took a step forward, unconsciously waiting for the numb pain to shoot through her toes. There was nothing. “Oh!” she exclaimed, looking down. She took another step, wiggling her toes as she did so. The buzzing pain was gone. Sitting down, she pulled off her boot and undid the bandage. Her foot looked fine, and even as she bent it backward and forward, she knew she was healed. Replacing her boot and standing she returned to the tree and placed her hand once again on its trunk. “What do you ask of me? I must repay your kindness."

      The branches seemed to point, and turning, Arldrine saw the rest of the woísts. There were only half a dozen of them, standing, waiting for her to leave the circle. Occasionally one would step forward, testing to see if the barrier had broken. “I will slay them for you,” Arldrine vowed. She turned on her heel, pulling her dagger out of her belt. One hand balled up into a fist as she calculated how to slay the woísts. She had to be faster than them and anticipate their every move. Moving her arms away from her body she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, slowing everything down. She had to be sure, or she would end up dead, and the tree would be left on its own to defend against the dark creatures. She took a running start, her feet gaining speed up as she leaped over the barrier. Her hand with the dagger came out, catching the first woíst in the throat. It slumped backward, giving her enough time to spin behind it, using its dead body as a shield. She flung her dagger at a second woíst and kicked out her feet at third who was upon her. Snatching the battle ax from the dead creatures belt, she sliced at the third woíst even though she saw the other two coming up behind her. A blade whistled past her ear, so close she felt it slice through her hair. Whipping around she threw the battle ax, letting a roar escape from her throat. As she reached for a dagger from the dead woísts’ belt, the fist of a woíst punched her gut. A muffled screamed crossed her lips as she fell backward, crashing into the snow. She kicked her feet out, her bones colliding with the creature while her fingers tore through the snow, seeking something to save her.

      The snow stacked up under her hands and, still kicking the creature away from her, she hurled a snowball at the one approaching. It momentarily paused, wiping snow out if its face, giving Arldrine the chance she needed. Kicking out hard she sprang up into the air, bounding upward she leaped on the back of the woíst in front of her, tucked her hands around its neck and tugged. An audible snap ripped through the air as its spine broke. The creature slumped forward as Arldrine let go, turning to face her last foe. Her hands shook from the graphic death she’d been forced to give the creature and she tossed snow out of her face. The last creature ran for her with a snarl. Arldrine bounded away as the creature dashed toward her. Flipping across the snow she hastily created another snowball, holding it up in one hand while she reached for a fallen ax. The creature eyed her, growling under its breath as it considered her actions. It picked up a dagger and flung it.

      Arldrine ducked as the blade cut across her shoulder, slicing open her tunic to the skin. Cold air forced her skin to break into goosebumps as she hurled the ax in retaliation. The creature leaped out of the way, launching itself toward Arldrine. They went down together, arms flailing as they clawed at each other. Arldrine brought her knee up, slamming it into the creature’s mesh-covered chest. The woíst head-butted her, jarring her vision. Black spots danced before her eyes and warm blood dripped from her nose. Lifting her arm to block another blow she kicked her foot up, knocking the creature on its back. Her fingers came up, reaching for its neck but it slammed an elbow into her arm, breaking her concentration. Arldrine hissed at it, letting her fury take over. She lay blows around its head as it attempted to block them, finally using its size to toss her away. As Arldrine skidded across the ground, she saw her dagger sticking out of one creature. She scrambled for traction and reached out a hand, snatching her dagger back. Black blood oozed off of it, painting the white snow with grim horror. Running toward the creature she leaped and slashed, cutting its face open and driving the dagger into its skull. With one final swipe at her, the creature collapsed.

      Arldrine rolled her shoulders back as she stood tall, surveying her work. Her eyes narrowed as intense determination gripped her, knowing she had to find her companions. Using the snow, she created a compress for her nose and cleaned her dagger before stepping back into the circle of light. Her foot stung again as she walked forward, while she knew a bruise was beginning on her abdomen. Her nose felt tender as she knelt in front of the tree, letting her heartbeat slow as she lifted her eyes.

      The tree seemed to hold its naked branches higher as if thanking her. A glimmer filled the air, much like a mirror. When Arldrine blinked, a being stood before her. It was tall and stately, shaped like the tree yet it looked like clear crystal, so transparent the being was almost invisible in the golden light of the tree. Arldrine tilted her head attempting to see more of the seven-foot tall being. A vague glimmer appeared where it tented its branches, or was it hands, together and an outline bowed in Arldrine’s direction.

      “You have traveled with the One?” a silvery voice shifted the air like the sound of a stringed instrument being plucked in a great hall.

      Arldrine felt a sense of pure awe come over her. “Yes,” she confirmed.

      “You have come to save the west?”

      “Yes,” Arldrine repeated, holding back questions. She knew she gazed at a Trespiral, the spirit of the tree, a creature she had long sought to awake. Songs of her people told the tale of the spirit of all living things, plants and animals alike.

      “My people are captives, will you set them free?”

      “Yes,” Arldrine bit her tongue, unsure of what the Trespiral meant. “I will do my best.”

      The Trespiral bowed again.

      “Where are your people?”

      “Their shells are encased where the rivers meet. On the banks of the heights, they were taken by a powerful force. They stand timeless frozen in horror trapped by stone, unable to escape.”

      Arldrine opened her mouth and closed it, unable to discern the riddle. “I will do my best,” she repeated.

      The glimmer of the spirit of the tree bowed. “Your ride will be long in coming, sit in the light until your wounds heal.”

      “Will you stay with me?” She asked tentatively.

      “The time for sleep is yet to come soon I return to my everlasting bower. Stay until the beast sets forth from the mountain of fire. Here I shall remain, the eternal guardian of life.”

      “What do they call you?” Arldrine whispered, widening her eyes as the vague glimmer of the spirit seemed to fade.

      “When the tears of the Rulers of the West fall beneath my boughs and the One sets the Green Light in the sky, then my name shall be revealed.”

      Arldrine bowed her head in acknowledgment, sensing the deeper prophecies hidden in words. “Thank you for your gift of healing,” she murmured.

      “The gift came not from me; true power resides within the Rulers of the West. See?” The spirit pointed a silvery branch at the spot where Arldrine had let Zhane hold her and say goodbye. There a white flower had sprung up, overnight, and its white petals were blooming. Arldrine gaped in awe, her gaze flickering between the white flower and the spirit. No words escaped her mouth. Change was coming.
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      Year 943. Present Day.

      

      Eliesmore watched the pale streaks of dawn reach their rays toward the ever-shining Green Light. Rich gold and emerald green collided in a twisted dance of beauty, sending streaks of radiance across the sky. A smile touched Eliesmore’s lips as he watched the light, a tingle of hope reverted through his body as he lay among the tall grass of the prairie. He couldn’t sleep. His eyes wouldn’t close. His mind could not calm down. Each breath he took was in gratefulness for what he had accomplished, what his companions had helped him accomplish. He thought of them in brief flashes of gratitude, yet his mind remained riveted to the present. His ears could hear life stirring around him; the South World was waking up. There was a hush in the air, the voices of the animals of the land and air, and the grass. Invisible creatures of the meadow were coming out, he was sure of it, although he could not fully hear them. A shiver would filter to his ears; a whispered note, a brush against his skin, like silk. His thoughts turned back to his days of dancing with the Iaen in the hidden glades of the forests.

      Thud. Thud. Thud. A distant thumping pulsed against his ear. He rose on an elbow, peering over the curved yellow-white grasses, narrowing his eyes as he searched for the source. Nothing but empty skies and meadows met his gaze. He cocked his head, listening once more, yet there was nothing. Shrugging, he stood, stretching his muscles. Noting the way his new body felt. He rolled his head and shoulders, relishing the rush of strength that buzzed through him.

      “Aye!” Optimistic yawned, stretching his fists to the skies as he woke up. “What a beautiful dawn,” his eyes gazed at the sky in soft amazement. “Eliesmore, you were supposed to wake me for my watch, and now the night has passed.”

      Eliesmore grinned sheepishly. “I can feel the spirit of this world; it is waking up. I’ve never felt something like this before, this enchantment. How can I sleep?”

      Optimistic grinned back as he rose. “In that case, we can set off early, and find something to eat while we walk.”

      Eliesmore stretched his taut muscles, feeling the rumble of hunger strike his belly. “We have to find something other than roots.” He referenced their meager findings the previous evening. "We need real food. Meat. Bacon, as Wekin would say.”

      Optimistic chuckled as he shook his head in amusement. “Bacon.” He turned, staring up at the Green Light in the sky.

      “Do you think we can find some dumb animals in the prairie?” Eliesmore swept his hand out, indicating the fields of grass that stretched on as far as the eye could see.

      “Perhaps, we’ll just take one day at a time. I’ll make traps to lay out at night, to catch any of the small rodents of the prairie,” Optimistic suggested.

      “Traps, with what?” Eliesmore raised a brow.

      “I grabbed a bit of rope from the castle,” Optimistic pointed offhandedly in a western direction. “There is always something to catch in the wild lands.”

      Eliesmore nodded at Optimistic’s good-natured opinion.

      “What do you hear?” Optimistic whispered after a while.

      “What? Why?”

      “Listen, there’s nothing. There are no woísts. No Rakhai, it’s just us. It’s peaceful.”

      Eliesmore glanced around, scratching his neck. He could hear a faint thud moving toward them, like the sounds he’d heard when he’d first woken. “I hear something,” he contradicted. “Something is coming our way.”

      Optimistic paused, turning around to where look where Eliesmore pointed. “I see nothing.”

      Eliesmore blinked. A blur of white moved toward them. He furrowed his brow, glancing from Optimistic back to the white blur. “I think it might be Flywinger. I asked him to meet us in the Constel Heights.”

      They stood still, waiting in silence as the thudding continued. Eliesmore marveled at how he could hear every thump of each hoof print against the ground. Flywinger galloped toward them, shaking his head as he trotted to a stop. “Eliesmore. Optimistic,” he whinnied.

      “Hello, Flywinger, good to see you again,” Eliesmore welcomed him while Optimistic stepped forward, rubbing Flywinger’s nose.

      “Where are you going?” Flywinger bobbed his head, leaning in to Optimistic’s gentle caresses.

      “Daygone,” Eliesmore admitted. “There is no need for you to come with us, the decision is yours.”

      “You could come with us as far as the Jaded Sea,” Optimistic offered.

      “I’d be glad to offer my services,” Flywinger tossed his mane as he turned to the side, allowing them to mount up.

      “There are two of us now,” Optimistic cautioned as he swung up behind Eliesmore. “Flywinger, when you tire of carrying us let us down, we’ll walk for a time, and hunt.”

      Eliesmore grunted in acknowledgment, noting Optimistic’s kindness.

      Flywinger trotted forward through the wild lands, the hues of light dancing like scattered orbs. Eliesmore leaned into Flywinger’s stride, once again delighting in the wind across his face, blowing his hair straight back. Behind him he could hear Optimistic’s voice, twisting words into a lyrical melody as he sang under his breath.

      Morning rolled away as they traveled, the light shimmering before them as Eliesmore listened. He heard the gentle roll of the wind, and he imagined voices threaded through its essence. The grass rustled in delight, calling the creatures of the meadow to frolic in relief. A hopeful hum covered the meadow, the words dancing just out of reach.

      Flywinger slowed to a walk toward midday, and Optimistic tumbled off him. “Take a break,” he suggested. “Eliesmore and I must hunt.”

      “Ah, yes,” Eliesmore felt a hollow prick in his belly. Food. He thought of Yamier building a fire and cooking tasty treats for them to slobber over. He felt a light touch as if a finger poked his shoulder and retracted before he could notice. He turned north, questioning where the rest of the Green Company was now.

      Flywinger dropped his head into the grass, looping off the tops with his rough pink tongue and square teeth.

      Optimistic walked through the grass, from time to time squatting to examine a plant.

      “What are you looking for?” Eliesmore called.

      “Anything edible,” Optimistic chuckled. “I see various plants hidden in the grass. They have different leaves. Ah,” he held up a clump of dirt and weeds. “See, wild onions.”

      “Is it safe?” Eliesmore arched his eyebrows as he meandered closer.

      “We won’t know until we taste them, but onions have a strong aftertaste. I’ll keep them in reserve until we find something else.”

      Eliesmore sniffed, catching the raw, pungent flavor of onion, the flavors leaked through the air, irritating his nostrils. He blinked moisture out of his eyes as his stomach growled again. At this point he would happily eat onions, roots, anything, just to stop the gnawing pain. His thoughts sought to betray him, tantalizing him with the faded memories of the home of Novor Tur-Woodberry and the delightful feast they’d eaten there. He groaned aloud as he recalled fresh pies with flaky crusts, dripping with meats and vegetables. Kneeling in the grass, he parted the thick stalks to discover what lay hidden closer to the ground. Optimistic continued to sing under his breath, the wind tossing the meaning of his words away from Eliesmore’s ears.

      Eliesmore laughed to himself in-between the pain from his stomach, feeling quite unlike a hero, crawling in the mud in search of anything to eat. If this was how the wild animals lived, he preferred the fortress with the endless barrels of food from Oceantic. His thoughts roamed to his childhood and the garden he planted with his mother each year, digging in the soil, watching the roots spring out and dig deep, the cycle of life repeating birth, growth, abundance, death. The sharp pang of regret and loss stung him as he moved forward, bumping into a plant. He sat back on his heels, reaching out a finger to touch the green growth. It was a short, stubby plant with thick green leaves, wider than two fingers. The leaves sprang out, heart-shaped on either side of a firm stalk. Eliesmore wrapped a hand around the stalk and pulled back, surprised to find it soft and fleshy. He leaned closer, his eyes noticing the beads of moisture on the plant while a hint of sweetness touched his nose. He breathed in, “Optimistic, come look at this plant!”

      Optimistic dropped the onions and ran over, shaking the dirt from his hands. He knelt beside Eliesmore and gave a sigh of relief. “Murthweeld!”

      “Murthweeld?” Eliesmore repeated a question in his voice. “You mean the plant Wekin picked in the Sang Sizge Hills? Right before he got captured?”

      “Yes,” Optimistic gave a vigorous nodded as he reached for the base of the plant. He plucked the entire steam with his fingers, causing an eruption of sticky sweetness to fill the air. “This is a plant that is eaten raw and known for giving strength to those who digest it.” He broke off a leaf and bit down, chewing slowly as a look of wonder crossed his face. “It’s not meat, but it’s delicious.”

      Eliesmore plucked a leaf and took a tentative bite, relieved to escape from eating wild onions. The sweet tanginess filled his mouth with a hint of something bitter. He swallowed quickly, taking another bite as a wave of hunger swept over him.

      “We should gather as much as we can,” Optimistic went on with his mouth full. “Here’s a small bag to keep them in, what can’t fit we can stuff in our cloaks.”

      “Stuff in our cloaks,” Eliesmore chuckled.

      They gathered and ate until Flywinger trotted up to them and a sharp pull brought Eliesmore to his feet. He turned east, touching a hand to his chest before dropping it, hoping Optimistic did not notice. Daygone. He had to go to Daygone. It seemed as if a thread in his heart connected him to the dreaded country; he had no choice, he had to go. The persistence was much like the call of the Iaen, but he straightened his shoulders.

      “We’ll walk, Flywinger,” he said, “Until you are ready to run.”

      As he moved across the meadows, he heard the first voice. It was faint yet distinct. The Green Stone has been dissolved. Pass it along. The Green Stone has been dissolved.

      He jerked around, unable to keep the sudden smile from his face. “Optimistic? Do you hear it?”

      “Hear what?” Optimistic grinned as the wind tousled his hair.

      “A voice. The creatures are coming back, coming out of hiding. I think they are celebrating.” Even as he said the words, he knew it was true, and a bubble of joy burst through his heart as quickly as a water creature flying through the currents on its way home. “The world is healing.”

      Optimistic nodded, a softness crossing his face. “The Green Stone has been dissolved,” he echoed. “Eliesmore, you have a gift now, you have the power of the Green Stone which makes you more perspective. I wouldn’t be surprised if you can see further and hear better than I. I think you’re experiencing it already. Even now you seem to know exactly where we are going.”

      Eliesmore nodded, scratching his neck. “You’re right, I suppose. It seems as if there is a map, a compass. Do you remember Yamier and Wekin talking about navigation? I never gave much thought to it before. Yet, its uncanny the way Idrithar and Zhane knew their way across the land. I think they had a natural way of knowing. Now I understand because, I can’t explain it, but I know where we’re going, and I know how to get there.”

      Optimistic’s face tensed at the mention of their destination. “It is time,” his voice was quiet yet full of fire. “It is time for the Dark One to pay for what he has done.”
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      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      Shalidir’s eyes widened as she took in his form. Taking a step back she reached behind her, searching for something to hold onto. When her hand came up, he almost did not react in time. A fierce determination covered her face as she held up green flames, threatening him.

      “What are you going to do?” He roared at her, his true form causing his voice to become deep. “You cannot kill me. No one can. Is this why you have come? To attempt to destroy me? You disappoint me, Shalidir.”

      Her lips, pressed tightly together, quivered. Her eyes continued to bore into his, taking in the details of his massive form. He took a step forward. “Don’t come near me!” she ordered through clenched teeth.

      He paused, studying the muscles of her face as they contorted. Ah. So she feared him and was unwilling to show it. He took another step toward her, taunting her with his dominance before he allowed himself to change, sweeping his shadow away as if it never existed. “Choose.” He prompted as his face became beautiful again. “Are you for me or against me?”

      In response, she hurled the ball of fire. It moved toward him as if in slow motion, twirling through the air, flames leaping out of it like fingers, rushing toward his face. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Opening his mouth he exhaled, sucking the life out of the air, drinking in the fire as if it were water. His body shivered in pleasure, and he rolled his shoulders back, drinking in the first taste of her power. It was nothing more than a hint, useless to him, yet it gave him a sense of her power, and as he swallowed, he recognized it. Mind control ran in the family. The Queen of the Green People had persuasive powers to align those who opposed her. He’d seen her use her powers on others with nothing but the blink of an eye or the flick of a wrist. It was a power he’d desired, and while eating her heart was the first step, he’d found the true power lay in her bones, hence, the Horn of Shilmi. Now, tasting the familiar deception of mind control, he opened his eyes, moving closer to Shalidir who backed away from him. Her face flooded with confusion as her eyes darted across the chamber, seeking escape. She could run to the tower, spread her wings and fly away, yet for some reason, she stayed.

      “I cannot choose, you have given me no choice,” she clenched her jaw unable to stop her voice from quavering.

      He waited, searching for further signs of mind control. The way she held her face, up and back, while her shoulders were straight, told him she was hiding something from him. Soon she would cry, letting the tears fall, bemoaning how he ruined her life. Inwardly he sighed in frustration, thinking of a way to get rid of her.

      “You asked me why I returned, of course, I had to come,” the first tear fell, “to see if what they said about you is true. You deny nothing. You stand before me, openly displaying your true identity, and you ask me to choose? If I choose our child and walk away, you will not let me go. You know this.”

      “I will,” he countered, crossing his arms. “Take the child and leave. Now!”

      “No, there is nowhere to run, nowhere to hide from you and your work. You always get what you want, lest a greater power stops you. How can I escape from you? Everywhere I look, I see your handiwork. My parents. My daughter. What has happened is because of you. Even if I could wield such power, what more can I do than stand in your shadow? I thought we might be equals; I thought we might pursue power and rule together, I thought you were the one my soul called out for. I thought there was a reason my steps led me directly to you. Every time I leave the forests of my people, every time I seek, I find you. I see your shadow behind every tree, I hear your voice in my thoughts, in my dreams. You have passed your corruption on to me; I have no choice but to follow you into darkness.”

      “Are you done fighting me?” he dropped the tone of his voice as tears slide down her face. She sought comfort after her open confession; it would only be appropriate to give her what she wanted, and take his pleasure.

      “I am angry with you,” she lifted her hands to cover her face, hunching her shoulders. “You have made your stance clear. If I fight, I lose. There is not a way for me to win.”

      He crossed the distance, forcing his sneer of mockery to stay hidden. Lifting her hands from her face, he tilted her chin upward, watching the power scented tears drop onto the stone floor like an offering. “There is a way for you to win,” he held her face even though she attempted to pull away. “If you are on my side, you will win. I have foreseen it. We take the Green Stone. We destroy my brother and sister. We win.”

      “We?” her eyes flickered. “How can there be a ‘we’ if there is only you?”

      “Who said there is only me?” He grinned, showing her his teeth before he gripped her in his arms. Her head dropped forward onto his chest as her breath grew shallow. He pulled away, noting the way her eyelashes fluttered. She lifted her pale green face to his, her lips inviting him in. For all her fury, she wanted him.

      Letting go of her, he backed away. “Clean yourself up,” he snapped as he strode toward the curving staircase. Before she moved to follow him, he hurled his spell of immobility, chanting phrases as the spell enveloped her and she froze.

      Folding his hands in front of him he calmly made his way down to the garden. Shalidir was devious, deceptive, and drawn to him; he would deal with her later. Right now, he was curious about his daughter. He made his way down to the gardens, his bare feet silent against the stone.
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      Year 943. Present Day.

      

      That night they tossed themselves down in the grass to sleep. “There’s no need to keep watch,” Eliesmore told Optimistic. “I can hear the peaceful lull of the land; there is nothing that will harm us.”

      Optimistic did not disagree, yet he stayed watchful as the evening shadows grew long. “What can you hear?” Optimistic asked after a time, lying back, facing north, his eyes centered on the Green Light.

      “I hear the creatures chirping in the grass. What are those things? They sing a song.”

      “Crickets, perhaps. I haven’t heard the sound of crickets in a long time,” Optimistic’s voice was wistful.

      “The grass stirs, there are smaller animals I think, walking through, sniffing, searching for food, or each other. I can’t be sure,” Eliesmore felt his lips turn upward. “I can almost hear their heartbeats; they are full of hope. No, they are whispering the words. Hope. The Green Stone. The One.” Eliesmore felt a sudden longing wail up in his throat, blocking off his words. He almost whimpered as the bubble in his heart threatened to explode. Hope. The Green Light had given the world hope. Perhaps the Truth Tellers were wrong. There was no curse associated with dissolving the Green Stone. The Creator had forsaken them, sending the One in his stead. The world would be saved. He would see it through.

      He couldn’t tell when he closed his eyes, yet his consciousness never left him. A cool wind blew overhead, and he pulled his cloak tighter around himself as the ground turned cold. Wisps of grass tickled his nose until he sneezed before laughing at their playfulness. He listened for the peace of his heart to be disturbed by a footfall or intruder. There was nothing. He slept on until his consciousness faded into a dream or vision, a blend of faded reality. Opening his eyes, he saw a golden light shining in his face as the wind circled him, blowing his hair into his eyes and across his cheeks. Whirling around, he caught himself in astonishment as he saw the threads of the wind, a lady, dancing through the movement she created. Waving her arms, she ran and rolled, lifting herself over his head, catching the ends of his cloak and spinning him around. A ringing eruption of laughter bubbled through the air as the wind twirled into a frenzy. A blast of ice shook his core as she flung herself away, leaving nothing but the sound of laughter and her chilly aftermath.

      The golden light turned brighter, pouring over Eliesmore like a cup overflowing with honeyed nectar. He stood in nothingness, watching as Glashar and Visra stepped out of the light. They were carrying something he did not recognize for he could not see it clearly. They whispered to each other in the Iaen language, their faces somber. Eliesmore furrowed his brow, for he could not recall a time when Glashar and Visra walked peaceably together in like-minded awareness. Concern grew in his heart, and he narrowed his eyes. When he blinked, he saw the Falidrain and Jesnidrain stood at the foot of a great forest. The trees were clothed in gold and silver with rainbow dew adorning their branches and leaves. A lustrous glitter cascaded across the forest, shimmering through the trees as if winged beings fluttered to and fro, just out of eyesight.

      As he watched, Eliesmore heard a song, a melody he had been listening to for some time. The words curved into his ear like the whisper of a lover, the notes sweet, high and intense. A shiver of delight ran through his body at the uncanny words as a throbbing arose in him. He put a hand to his heart, finding it hard to breathe as a heady fragrance rushed over him. A pale green glow appeared from behind a tree as Ellagine stepped out of the wood. She looked more wild and beautiful than Eliesmore had ever seen her. Her long light locks were sleek and tame, shining with light as they trailed down her back. Jewels encased her ears as they stuck out from her head, curving away from her face. Her bright eyes seemed to swim in the light while the curves of her face were flushed with green. He could see her bright lips as she beckoned toward Glashar and Visra, yet her expression was unreadable. Her eyes appeared to be guarded and excited, an odd mix of emotion. Holding up one pale finger, she placed it on her lips. Her eyes darting across the forest entrance until they met Eliesmore’s. He jumped in surprise, his heart thumping in his chest, for he’d assumed he was an unseen observer. Pressing a finger to her lips, she tilted her head as if shaking it before fading into the forest, taking Glashar and Visra with her.

      Eliesmore gasped as he was left alone, staring at the magnificent forest as the words to the song blew to his ear, buoyed onward by the wind. The dream faded, leaving a mask of emotion with it as it faded out of existence. “The Iaen!” he cried out before he could stop himself. Sitting up, Eliesmore found himself back in the meadows of Monoxie, with a vague sorrow weighing down his shoulders.

      “Eliesmore?” Optimistic’s sleep smeared voice cut through the air. “What is it?”

      “I saw,” Eliesmore struggled to remember as if a fog were covering his thoughts. “I dreamed about the Iaen. They are returning to their forests. They’ve gone.” He let the words drop away, suddenly feeling bereft.

      “Ci. They said as much.”

      Eliesmore saw Optimistic sit up, his head poking above the wild grass.

      “Go back to sleep,” Eliesmore waved him away. “Tis nothing, I did not mean to wake you.”

      “What else did your dream show you?” Optimistic asked instead.

      Eliesmore could see him nibbling at a leaf of murthweeld. Reaching up, Eliesmore touched the light of Shalidir, rubbing it for comfort. “Does the wind have a spirit?” he asked as the needle of sorrow evaporated.

      “A spirit?” Optimistic’s voice dipped in surprise. “Nay, tis a question the Ezincks would ask. They believe all things have a spirit, but the wind is air packed together. If there’s enough of it, I supposed it could be seen. Why do you ask?”

      “In my dream, she was a lady. Is there a lady of the wind?”

      “I see,” Optimistic grew quiet.

      Eliesmore listened. The wind drifted over the grass, moving it back and forth like a child playing, this time it was warm instead of cold, friendly instead of hostile. A low hum emitted from the grass, the creatures of the night singing a nocturnal lullaby. He suddenly missed the Green Company.

      “I think…” Optimistic picked up the last threads of their conversation, his voice blending with the music of the night. “I think the lady of the wind is not wind, but in the wind.”

      Eliesmore scrunched up his nose in confusion. “What does that mean?”

      “Hum… an example,” Optimistic paused, gathering his thoughts. “It’s like the Under Water World people. They aren’t made of water, yet they live in the water. In the same way, the lady of the wind lives in the wind, but she’s not made of wind herself.”

      Eliesmore grunted. Optimistic’s explanation did not make much sense.

      Optimistic laughed as if Eliesmore had spoken aloud. “I know it’s not clear; you have to expand your thinking. The way things appear is not always as they are. You’ll see.”

      “I did not know I traveled with one of the Wise Ones,” Eliesmore teased. “You sound like Idrithar…” He trailed off. “May he rest in peace.”

      “I don’t think Idrithar is resting in peace,” Optimistic whispered. “There was the Horn… the Horn of Shimili, and unless I am mistaken, Idrithar carried that Horn.”

      Eliesmore shuddered, remembering the way the horn seemed to control him, to drag him back from a fight to run outside, to help the White Steeds.

      “Do you think, if Idrithar lives, perhaps Arldrine does too…” Optimistic mused to himself.

      Eliesmore smiled at the thought. “I hope so Optimistic. I hope so.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Eliesmore woke next, light was cascading over the skies. He lay in the calm as colors enveloped him. Flipping over, he watched the grass mixed with flowers whose buds had not yet blossomed. “Grow,” Eliesmore whispered. He blew over the grass, listening to his words re-echo in hushed whispers across the grassland. Blades of grass like wheat hung curved over the ground, lifting their proud heads to the rays of sunlight. Crystal drops of morning dew flicked off them, scattering across Eliesmore’s face. He laughed under his breath, watching the grass move in waves. “Live,” he whispered to a flower, its buds shut tight, unwilling to open its face to the light of day. “The Green Stone has been dissolved. You can come out of hiding.”

      A pulse, a beat sounded in the ground as he listened. He saw a ripple curve across the meadows like the body of a snake. As he watched, the grass bowed to him before standing upright, proud and sure. Yellow wildflowers threw open their buds, hurling petals into the air. The wind swept through, tossing the petals to and fro, playing with them as if it were in the midst of a grand party. Eliesmore caught his breath as he leaped to his feet, gaping in amazement. To the north, he saw a stream of bright blue bells open their eyes, tossing their petals in the sky as if worshipping. To the south, pink flowers twirled in the breeze, dancing on the edge of the wind as they sought the light.

      “Optimistic! Flywinger!” Eliesmore called, his voice low. “Do you see this?”

      Optimistic walked up beside Eliesmore, lifting his arms toward the Green Light. “They will come out and rejoice,” he repeated.

      Flywinger walked up between them, and they rested their arms on his mane. Together they watched the sun rise into the sky, complimenting and deferring to the light of the Green Stone. Eliesmore watched, blinking as hope imbued his heart. A fierce determination welled up within him, and he glanced across Flywinger’s mane at Optimistic. As he did so, he heard a far off, pitiful cry, and then a whimper. He cocked his head as the sound faded and then came again.

      “What’s wrong?” Optimistic asked.

      “I hear a cry… listen,” Eliesmore put a hand to his ear.

      The lonesome whine carried through the air toward their ears.

      “It sounds like a creature,” Flywinger put it.

      Optimistic straightened, concern on his face. “A hurt animal.”

      “Shall we?” Eliesmore turned around.

      “Yes,” Optimistic pulled an arrow from his quiver. Catching Eliesmore’s eye he added, “Just in case we run into trouble.”

      Eliesmore nodded as they set off across the meadows toward the source of the sound.
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      A thin whimper came again, coasting to their ears on the back of the friendly breeze. Bright flowers tossed themselves through the air in a snow of vibrant colors. Eliesmore brushed petals off his shoulders as they crept through the tall grass.

      The sound changed like flavors of a meal, at first sweet and tasty before turning bitter. Eliesmore detected a cry of fear mixed with pain, and a sudden roar made him pause. “Did you hear that?” he glanced at Optimistic.

      “It sounds like a beast,” Optimistic shrugged, his face tight.

      A scream of terror slashed the air quickly captured by a deep roar of triumph. Panic squeezed Eliesmore’s heart, and he broke out in a run, barely aware of Optimistic by his side.

      “Be careful,” Optimistic’s steady voice carried a warning. “We don’t know who or what is out here.”

      Eliesmore let the words pass through his mind, unwilling to stop. He was the One. His quest was to save the people groups of the South World. It was his duty to respond to the wordless cry called for help.

      “Over there,” Eliesmore pointed to a hill of wheat-colored grass that rose before them.

      A deep roar tore through the air, bowing over the flowers of the field with the violence of it. A high pitched screamed echoed followed by a pleading wail. “No, no, please stop, leave us alone!”

      The smack of flesh against flesh came followed by a soft groan.

      “It’s charging,” a rough male voice shouted.

      The roar sounded again followed by a scream and a quiet whimper.

      Eliesmore dashed around the mound, drawing the Jeweled Sword and burst upon the scene. His immediate reaction was to take a step back as he eyes stared in horror at the sight that lay before him.

      A cave of red-brown mud and wheat white grass had been created in the prairie. At the foot of the cave lay a tawny female lion. A spear stuck out of her side while blood leaked from various knife wounds across her pelt. Beside her lay a muscular Cron with blood leaking from multiple stab wounds. His armor was dark and his helmet black, leading Eliesmore to assume the male was a Black Steed.

      Eliesmore’s eyes narrowed as he stared from the Cron to the dead lion, a sudden bitterness against the violence rising up. His fist clenched at who had committed such an atrocious act even though the common sense in his brain told him it was likely the lion had attacked whoever had killed it.

      Harsh breathing pulled Eliesmore’s attention away from the dead lion and slain male. Turning his chin to confirm Optimistic was behind him, he moved toward the cave. “Come on, I think there’s something or someone in there.”

      Optimistic lifted his bow once again, tip-toeing behind Eliesmore as they moved toward the dark entrance of the cave.

      “Is he dead?” a high voice quavered from within the cave.

      “I think so…I don’t want to touch him again,” a deeper voice answered, the response halting as if the owner was attempting to regain composure.

      “Hello?” Optimistic called, his friendly tone chasing away the violence of the moment. “Do you need help?”

      A muffled whimper came from within the cave of grass.

      “Who’s there?” Eliesmore demanded.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic put out a warning hand.

      Eliesmore took a few more steps forward, the sour scent of recent death inflaming his nostrils. He peered into the cave, and furious dark eyes stared back at him. He took another step, and a figure moved almost faster than he could blink. The creature leaped out of the cave and landing in front of him, a knife glistening at his throat.

      “We are not going back!”

      Invisible words and a wad of spit spewed across Eliesmore’s face. “Aye,” he took a step back, indignant as he wiped the spittle off his face. “I’m not taking you anywhere!” His eyes fell on the creature who was a female. A long braid of chestnut hair snaked down her back to her waist; her hair was pulled back so tightly, her eyebrows had an unnatural curve upwards. A fierce scowl covered her grimy face while the hand holding the knife trembled.

      “It’s okay,” Optimistic moved forward, pushing Eliesmore aside. “We heard screams. Are you hurt? Do you need help?”

      “No! Leave us alone,” the female snapped. Her eyes darted from Eliesmore to Optimistic, determining which male to fix her knife on. Before she could choose, another creature sprung out of the cave, hurling a rain of dirt and rocks at them.

      “Get away from her!” A male ran out of the cave, his long legs bare as he jumped over the dead lion. At the last moment one of his feet snagged on his fur. The male went down hard, his head pitching forward into the long grass.

      “Get up get up get up,” the female whispered through clenched teeth, her eyes darting to the male with concern.

      Eliesmore took advantage of the opportunity to back away from the deranged male and female.

      “We’re not going back. You can’t make us go back.”

      “Look, we’re just passing through,” Optimistic interrupted as the male picked himself off the ground. “We heard fighting and came to assist. Were you attacked by Black Steeds?”

      The female took rasping breaths as the male stumbled up beside her. Eliesmore saw their striking resemblance, the same dark eyes, wide forehead and high cheekbones. The male’s head was shaved, and they both had an odd scar on their foreheads. Their clothes hung off of them, and their faces were gaunt and thin.

      Optimistic reached out a hand, dragging Eliesmore backward as the female’s expression changed. She glanced at the dead male, and a panicked look came over her face as her eyes darted back to the cave.

      “Skip, it’s not them,” the male touched the female’s shoulder, grunting as he grabbed his side. He hunched over, hiding his weak side from them.

      The female shot the male a dark look, “How do you know?”

      Eliesmore paused as Optimistic let go of him. “We are travelers. White Steeds,” he pointed out.

      “You’re White Steeds?” the female’s chin trembled as she examined Eliesmore and then Optimistic. “You are, aren’t you?” she gave a sigh of relief.

      The male’s dark eyes bored into Eliesmore’s scrutinizing him from head to toe before his eyes rested on Eliesmore’s weapon. “What is that?” the male pointed with the hand that had been clinching his side. Muddied blood dripped off his fingertips.

      Eliesmore toyed with indecision. Before the Green Stone was dissolved, he would have run in the other direction. Yet now, everything seemed different, was different. He felt ripples of hope in the air as he nodded and drew his sword, holding the blade across his palms, allowing the jeweled hilt to catch the light.

      The female gasped, dropping to her knees as she stared at the Jeweled Sword. The male’s face turned pale, and he lifted his eyes to the sky, glancing first at the Green Stone and then back at the Jeweled Sword. “It is true,” he whispered, so low his voice was almost lost in the quiet murmur of the wind.

      “I am Eliesmore,” Eliesmore went on, confirming their suspicions. “A few days ago, the Green Company reached the Constel Heights and dissolved the Green Stone. Now we travel east to destroy the Changers once and for all. We have come to restore the world to the White Steeds, and bring balance to the powers of light and dark.”

      The words flowing from his mouth almost surprised him. They were firm, decisive, yet calm and persuading. Instead of identifying himself as the hero, he included all the White Steeds, summing up their great feats in a few words.

      “Are you the One?” the female spoke first.

      Eliesmore met her gaze, noting her upturned nose and her eyes overflowing with tears. “Yes.”

      A profound silence swept over the prairie, the wind danced between, fluttering their hair and nipping at their cheeks, encouraging them to go on. Eliesmore felt calm, patient as he let the pair regain their tongues, his eyes wistfully falling to the body of the lion. It was a female. She had been a grand, beautiful beast when she lived. Her death was a shame.

      “I am Skip,” the female announced as she stood, sticking her chin out as if she were embarrassed for crying. “This is my brother, Bruthen.”

      “I am Léthin the Optimistic, Keeper of the Green Stone. Call me Optimistic,” Optimistic stepped forward, his bow on his back once again. “Tell us, who attacked you?”

      Skip bit her lip and dropped her head. It was then Eliesmore noticed the tattered clothing the pair wore.

      “The Traders,” Bruthen’s voice sounded hollow, his eyes stared past Eliesmore, unseeing, caught in a dark vision. “They captured us…but when they found the lion’s den, and we tried to escape and…” he shrugged helplessly, pointing first at the dead male by the lion and then back into the cave. “You can see what happened.”

      “Don’t talk about it,” Skip snapped, fear etching across her dirty face.

      As she turned toward her brother, Eliesmore saw the back of her shirt, sliced from whip marks, dried blood marring the edges while angry red welts flashed as she moved.

      “You have seen much darkness I wager,” Optimistic broke the awkwardness of the moment. “Come with us. We are returning to the fortress of the White Steeds in the east; you will be safe there for a time.”

      “Do you have food?” Bruthen wavered and, clutching his side, sat down in the grass.

      “Yes,” Optimistic rushed forward. “And we should see about your wound.”

      “Tis nothing,” Bruthen grunted.

      “Why did they kill it?” Eliesmore demanded, wondering why he felt discomfort regarding the death of the lion.

      Skip gestured toward it with her knife. “They wanted to eat it and I think she was protecting something in the cave.”

      Before Eliesmore could say more, a low whimper echoed across the prairie. In unison, the four turned back to the mound.

      Eliesmore parted the grass, peering into the cave, ready to snatch up his sword and fight if need be. He saw a black boot and the dead body of the second Trader, another Black Steed. Beyond the dead body, he saw a flash of golden-yellow. Eyes like liquid gold stared back at him tugging on his heartstrings. He felt something within him give way and striding forward he reached for the creature. A lion cub crouched on its hindquarters, its mouth open in a howl. “Maaaamaaaaaa,” it wailed.

      Eliesmore picked it up, sharing the baby lion’s sorrow as it wept for its dead mother. The creature’s head snuggled against his neck. One hand ran across the lion cub’s back, hushing it as he turned toward Optimistic, Skip, and Bruthen. A hiss rose in his mouth at the brutality of the Black Steeds. The lioness was innocent, after all. She was only protecting her cub.

      Eliesmore nodded toward Optimistic. “Call Flywinger. Let’s be away from here.”
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      Arldrine left the tree three days later, bounding through the Cascade Mountains as if following a hidden path. White flowers. Rulers of the West. The Dark Three. Her head spun with thoughts as she ran, stopping only to rest and hide for as long as she dared. Something had changed within her during her time spent with the nameless tree, the beacon of hope for weary travelers lost in the bitter cold mounts. She could sense a change in her vision, and out of her peripherals she saw a streak of white light, leading onward. Once she paused to stare at it, yet the light disappeared as if direct contact would hide it from view. Unable to discern the origin of its existence, she followed, questioning where it would lead her, assuming it was from the tree.

      Time flew by in a frantic rush as she gained the Green World and began her descent from the mountains. There was a moment of pure intoxicating freedom where her heart ceased pumping with a frantic madness, and she stood on a ledge, head up, arms thrown back, breathing in the pure mountain air. Crisp hints of autumn dashed through the air even though she’d already come through the brutal cold of the mountain. She took gasping breaths, her eyes tearing up from the wind. When her vision cleared, she saw stretching before her, the golden white sands of an endless desert and a mass of darkness marching across it. The hope she’d felt plummeted as she grasped the intent of the Black Steeds. They were on their way to stop Eliesmore, and although she could not begin to assume the full strength of the army that marched across the desert, she could tell they were a mighty force to reckon with. Her friends would not escape alive, even if she fled with all speed to catch up with them.

      A white glimmer blinked at her, like a hand appearing in the air, coaxing her to continue her journey. Reluctantly, she turned from the beauty of the mountains, and as she did her eyes were drawn westward. A sudden pang hit her as she recalled an earlier conversation with Dathiem regarding mankind and Zhane’s warning about the Therian. For a moment her feet turned toward the lone mountain range in the west, an inquisitive beckoning in her heart. She desired to follow the hidden paths and find an army to help the White Steeds; she was ready to lead a force and strike back against the Black Steeds. Her mind was at war within her. Should she find what remained of the Green Company or search for help in the mountains? White light shattered the air as she turned west, and in accordance to its will she turned, finding her way down the ledges toward the desert, wishing she was better prepared.

      A few days later she left the beauty of the Cascade Mountains and plodded through the thick sand, her feet sinking into the grit, slowing down her progress. She’d left her bow behind in the mountains since she’d run out of arrows. Besides, she could steal weapons from creatures she might come across.

      “Arldrine!” A voice shouted her name in the distance, and she rose on her toes, glancing east and west to determine the source. “Arldrine!” it came again, this time from the north.

      Dust rose before her, blowing grit and sand into her face. She bent over, coughing as she raised her cloak, protecting her face from the elements. “Who is it?” she called, her voice muffled.

      A sandstorm whirled around her and collapsed as the owner of the voice trotted into view. Dumbfounded, Arldrine let her cloak drop. “Goldwind,” she whispered, stepping forward as her eyes lit up. In one bound she was by Goldwind’s side and threw her arms around the horse’s mane. “Goldwind, I thought we lost you in the Cave of Disappearance, what are you doing here?”

      “We escaped and followed you here,” Goldwind nuzzled Arldrine’s shoulder.

      “We?” Arldrine stepped back, stroking Goldwind’s neck as her eyes darted across the empty landscape of the desert. “Are you not alone?”

      “Yes, now,” Goldwind went on cryptically. “I asked Eliesmore if I could seek you out. I did hear you had fallen, but I hoped you were not gone.”

      “Thank you,” Arldrine breathed, hope rising within her. “Then they are alive and well?”

      “When I left they were,” Goldwind bobbed her head up and down. “Flywinger went on to Castle Range, the others have fallen away.”

      Detecting the sadness in Goldwind’s voice, Arldrine paused, moving closer to the beautiful beast. “What do you mean, fell away? Are they… dead?”

      “They changed sides,” Goldwind whispered. “They are Black Steeds now.”

      Arldrine gasped as understanding cleared her vision. She blinked rapidly, a string of curses coming to mind yet laying unspoken on her tongue. “I am sorry to hear this. How many were in the Green Company when you left them?”

      “Nine,” Goldwind counted.

      “Do you think we can catch up with them?” Arldrine asked.

      Goldwind turned back to the north. “I will do my best, but the Black Horse Lords are out there.”

      “As are the woísts,” Arldrine confirmed. She put her arms around Goldwind’s neck, wrapping the horse in an embrace. “My friend, I am happy to see you again.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Goldwind and Arldrine thundered across the desert, day after day, the golden spray of sand streaking out behind them like a message. A black blur was ever before them, appearing and disappearing on the horizon. Arldrine’s breath caught in her throat each time she saw them, knowing she’d signed up for a desperate mission which invoked death, wishing she could stand alongside the Green Company as they made their last stand. The nights were chilly and eerie with wild voices braying through the desert. Their passage was swift at night, shielded from the intense rays of the sun that scorched her head and hurt her eyes. Once she heard a gut-wrenching roar, and out of the night, blocking out the light of the moon, a great beast flew by. Arldrine stood, a hand resting on Goldwind’s head, asking herself why a dranagin from the mountain of fire saw fit to leave its hiding place and declare war on the world.

      A few days later, she heard a silvery call. She could almost see it, weaving with the white light that led her way forward, waving at her as if the voice had wings, encouraging her to hurry. The potency swept over her, giving her a sudden inclination to run as fast as she could. “Do you feel it?” she called to Goldwind. “Something is calling us.” As abruptly as it had come, the desire melted away, leaving her bereft. “Wait. Goldwind. Stop.” She dismounted, standing in the sand. “Something is taking place,” a terror seized her, and she placed a hand on her heart. “I can feel it. There is a shift.”

      “We have to go on,” Goldwind pranced in place.

      “No,” Arldrine disagreed. “The call is not meant for us.” She fell silent, not understanding the way she felt. Pain began in her heart and drifted through her body, her feet felt numb, and suddenly it was hard to breathe. She could not say the exact moment when it happened, yet gradually she felt it as she lifted her face to the north-west. Time seemed to slow down as she watched the light cascade across the sky. Motes of light collided and burst, sending an explosion of colors, drifting like a rainbow, covering the northern skies. Tears filled her eyes as she blinked, her breath catching on the crest of a raging sob as emerald light flickered into existence. She stood in the waning light of the desert, watching the glory spurt across the sky.

      A hand came up, covering her mouth as she gasped, observing the green radiance that shrouded the sky. There was a flash of gold and green as the new light took its place in the heaven, blotting out shadows and vague suspicions. She felt the joy in her heart like a crescendo as it crashed over her, an unspeakable joy too abundant to contain. Her legs shook, and she fell to her knees, her arms uplifted in wonder. Her heart felt as if it would explode. As if all the sadness, loneliness, the fighting, the struggle, the waiting, the hoping, the endless hope she and all other White Steeds held to had been realized. Their fight was not in vain; their struggle was not for nothing. There was a reason they were fighting back, and now her greatest hope had been confirmed. A laugh bubbled out of her mouth as she rocked back and forth, tears streaming from her eyes in a combination of laughing and crying. She rocked back and forth, holding herself in awe and disbelief. She’d always held strong, she’d always had faith the impossible could happen. Yet now it was happening, she found herself in blind amazement. A lump formed in her throat and her voice quavered with tears as she turned to Goldwind. “Look. He did it. The Green Stone is dissolved.”
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      “Where are we going?” Wekin asked as he, Yamier, Zhane, and Idrithar picked their way through the woods.

      “Werivment,” Idrithar called back, he was a few paces ahead of them, moving expertly as if following a hidden path. “The woísts will not follow us there; we will have time to plan our next course of action.”

      “I thought we were going back to the fortress,” Yamier remarked.

      “If you wanted to return to the fortress, you should have gone with the Mermis,” Idrithar told them. “They travel by air, a swift journey if you have the stomach for it.”

      “What about Eliesmore?” Wekin put in. “We should go with him.”

      “He is going to Daygone, a place none desire to go, unless you want to lose your life.”

      Zhane shook his head, agreeing with Idrithar. He could use the brief reprieve in Werivment before they went to Daygone. Although he was anxious to use the sword of Crinte the Wise, the creatures of the deep had become scarce.

      “Idrithar, what happened in the mountain of fire?” Wekin pipped up. “We saw you fall. We thought you were dead.”

      “There is not much to tell,” Idrithar slowed down, allowing them to fall in line as his gentle voice weaved a tale of hope, scattering the reaching arms of sorrow. “When I fell the dranagin dived after me, belching fire and smoke, shielding the darkness. It caught me in its claws before I hit the bottom and tossed me into its lair.”

      Zhane listened half-heartedly, frustrated with himself for not discussing the past events with Idrithar sooner. The battle distracted him, and he was still fuming over the loss of Dathiem. Again, he pictured his friend’s blood-soaked body, unable to believe the reality. It did not make sense that Dathiem should finally fall during the battle to dissolve the Green Stone. After all they had escaped in their tormented past only for him to be slain at the Constel Heights did not make sense. Blind rage crept into Zhane’s vision, and his heart pounded. He reached for the sword hilt, holding tightly to keep his anger under control. He wanted to lash out and strike again and again until his revenge was complete, and his fury sated. Gritting his teeth, he turned again to Idrithar’s brief tale of salvation.

      “I don’t remember much after that; I must have been out for a while,” Idrithar went on, his bun bobbing as he spoke. “When I came to I was at the bottom of the mountain of fire, or at least on the same level as the dranagins.”

      “What was it like?” Yamier interrupted with glowing eyes. “Was there treasure?”

      An odd light came into Idrithar’s eyes. “It was breathtaking,” he began, before narrowing his eyes and glaring at Yamier and Wekin in turn. “Don’t get any ideas about sneaking back there. Dranagins are dangerous and live by the rule, ‘dranagins are for dranagins.’ They claim to be neutral in the ongoing strife between Black Steeds and White Steeds. They don’t care for the world and prefer to hide in their mountain of treasure. They would rather burn you than offer help.”

      Yamier crossed his arms and frowned as Wekin persisted, his eyes bright. “But Idrithar, you escaped. You can’t lecture us on something you did yourself.”

      Idrithar raised a hand in rebuke. “I had no choice,” he began. “I was bruised, sore, and exhausted. I knew I had to rejoin the company at some point, and well before Eliesmore reached the Constel Heights. A distraction was necessary, the Horn of Shilmi had to be rung.” He clenched a fist, determination streaking across his face.

      Zhane blinked, for the first time seeing something else in Idrithar’s face. There was a quiet cunning just below the surface. Idrithar knew more than he was willing to share. “Your timing was impeccable,” Zhane added, letting go of his sword hilt. “What did you see as you flew over the mountains?”

      “The woísts are spreading,” Idrithar wagged his head back and forth, his eyes drawn downward. “They are scattering to each corner of the west. If Eliesmore does not hurry to Daygone and complete his mission there, I fear it will be too late.”

      “But we have the Green Stone,” Wekin objected. “Eliesmore dissolved it; he has ultimate power now. He will not fail.”

      “No, he will not fail,” Idrithar confirmed. “It is what will happen to the rest of us, to the rest of the world. We have an army, yet the Mermis have taken then back to the fortress, back to hiding. They will not fight unless Eliesmore leads the way.”

      “There is some truth in those words,” Zhane countered, forcing his grief aside once again. “We fight in vain if we do not have Eliesmore. How are we supposed to confront the Changers if he is not at the helm?”

      “Indeed,” Idrithar lapsed off.

      “It is my thinking,” Zhane explained, “for Eliesmore to reach Daygone and slay the Dark One who controls the woísts. With the death of the Dark One, they will return to their dark lair, the Holesmoles.”

      Idrithar grunted noncommittally. “What you have described would be the best-case scenario. We have to prepare for the worst. If the woísts go rogue and do not listen to the call of their Master, we must be prepared to wipe the abomination from the face of our world.”

      Wekin grabbed his sword hilt, his eyes taking on an odd glitter. “Like the Five Warriors. We have their weapons, and we have a great mission, just like them.”

      “Yes,” Yamier agreed, punching Wekin’s shoulder. “We’ll be like the Five Warriors.”

      Zhane said nothing as they continued following the stream through the woods, a thousand thoughts rushed through his mind.  Was this how the Five Warriors felt as they marched into the unknown? “Idrithar?” He returned to his previous thought. “How did you get the dranagin to carry you to the Constel Heights? Surely they are not as neutral as you assume they are.”

      “I struck a bargain,” Idrithar admitted. “Dranagins are talking animals; they are not above having a good conversation. The smaller one was easier to reason with. However, it’s doubtful the larger one will ever leave the mountain. It is as if the mountain grew around it.” Idrithar shuddered.

      The company fell silent as they followed the barren trail alongside the stream. The forest grew thicker in name only, with bare branches and brambles interlocked, keeping them out of the heart of the wood and forcing them to trudge on the muddy bank. A gloom was cast over the sky as the trees blocked out the Green Light. Although the wood was silent, a hostility began to take over, a combination of hate, fear, and dread poisoning the air. The occasional call of a bird was silenced and the thrum of life cut off completely. The underbrush did not rustle with critters, and Zhane eyed the wood with suspicion. He reminded himself he had been here before, there was nothing to worry about, yet he had the distinct feeling something was following them. He tried to remember when they had last heard from the Rakhai and cursed inwardly. The joy and hope he’d felt when he first saw the Green Light was fading into discontentment. He was unsure whether it was the death that surprised him or the desire to be out there, fighting and saving then people groups.

      “You’ve been here before?” Wekin squeaked some time later as the first hints of rushing water blew their way. The current in the stream they followed was picking up, the bright waters sparkling with hypnotic intensity as they traveled west toward Oceantic.

      “Yes,” Idrithar answered, striding around boulders and other rocks that began to appear by the shore. “The water flows swiftly in two directions. The three lower rivers in the south reach Werivment and flow out to Oceantic. The two northern rivers and the two rivers that come from the east in Werivment flow out across the western South World to the Jaded Sea.”

      “And because of the water, the plants grow unusually large and stay green all year long,” Zhane added, looking up for hints of greenery. There was nothing, something dark had pierced the heart of Werivment since he and Idrithar had last traveled there.

      Yamier shivered. “What lives in Werivment, aside from the plants?”

      “Nothing,” Idrithar shielded his eyes as he stood by the river bank, staring east. “It is an empty land, even when the Water World People pass by, they do so quickly.”

      “Everything, even the water, seems to run away from Werivment,” Wekin noted in a surprising burst of awareness. “Why is that? What are they running from?”

      “It is a mystery, like the Cave of Disappearance,” Zhane murmured.

      “It is not an evil place like the Cave of Disappearance,” Idrithar countered.

      Yamier and Wekin looked at each other, their eyebrows rising in disbelief at Idrithar’s words. Zhane could not blame them, the silence and hostility in the air was unnerving. Even though there was seemingly nothing to fear from Werivment, the spirit of the land seemed to desire for everyone to be driven away. It was as if a great life had been celebrated and was now diminished, all the while leaving only ghosts of sorrow to chase away those who dared step on sacred ground.

      As the day drifted toward evening, the river banks began to widen, making room for the other seven rivers to commune at one great meeting spot. When Zhane glanced south, he could no longer see the southern bank that led back to the desert and eventually to a lone mountain range. There was nothing but shining water, spinning, twirling, dancing and leaping its way forward. White froth splashed up on the rough red mud of the bank which began to jut away into a small drop off. The mud gave way to rock and stone, multi-colored pebbles scattering underfoot, slowing down their progress.

      Wekin perched on a flat gray boulder, yanking off his boots and tossing pebbles and gritty sand back onto the ground. Blends of cedar wood and aqua smote the air as Zhane breathed in, allowing the cool mist from the rushing water to touch his face. A longing awoke in his heart, strong and intense as he tread the sacred path. A desire to lift his hands almost overcame him as the light of the Green Stone touched his face. Emerald light cascaded down upon the water, blending with the vivid pinks and hazy orange of the sunset. He stood still and peered down the river. He imagined he could still see the boat they’d laid Dathiem to rest in, spinning and twirling westward down the current. He was gone, on to fairer lands, where his soul would travel to the Beyond. Stopping, Zhane lifted a hand to his heart and said a few words for his lost friend. Words flowed to his lips, a rhythm of loss, yet thoughts of hope peeked out as he watched the sunset.

      A hand landed on his shoulder. “We make camp here.”

      “Aye,” Zhane whispered. He turned to the woods. “I’ll scout the territory and ensure nothing followed us.”

      Taking his two swords and the bow of Legone the Swift he turned to the thick bramble. A carpet of green grass sprung up beneath his feet, softening his tread. He glanced back toward the shore once more as Yamier and Wekin sat down, digging out the packs the Mermis had given them. In truth, he wanted nothing more than to be alone for a few moments. The insistent crashing of the waves blocked out sound, roaring in the distance as he crept away. He rounded a bend, keeping to the trees when a sudden snap jerked his head up. Quick as a flash he drew a blue tipped arrow and fitted it in the bow, holding it up as the creature that had been following them appeared.
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      They reached the Constel Heights the next day, Arldrine kept her gaze fixated on the Green Stone to keep her heart from breaking. She repeated words of hope to herself as they drew nearer, focused on staying optimistic, hoping the battlefield would not bring her grief. She smelled the rot of flesh and old blood before they crested the hill, the wind striking down the tang of it. She lifted her chin, forcing herself to remain strong as they reached the top of a grassy hill.

      Below them a field sloped in a river of bodies. She could make out the mesh armor of woìsts with white tipped and blue tipped arrows sticking out of their bodies. She saw a great Xctas, its six-foot wings spread across a mound of bodies. Brown and white feathers covered the field and she could see where the ground was charred from fire. Grass had been flattened into submission under a great many feet. Swords, knives, and daggers were scattered across the open grave. Her eyes smarted as she stared, using her cloak to cover her nose against the putrid stench.

      What caught her eyes were the massive stone statues that surrounded the castle. She could not quite count them all, yet they rose over twenty feet into the air, their white faces stoic yet detailed as if someone had spent years carving each line, each muscle of their face and froze it into place.

      “Who are they?” Goldwind broke the frosted silence.

      “Rain Warriors who guard the keep,” Arldrine croaked out, her eyes darting across the landscape. “It is apparent that whatever happened here, some came, some escaped, and some are trapped in the castle by these beings. They come with a storm, but I thought it was a myth.” She noted the way they held scythes in their hands, standing upright and staring straight ahead.

      A white glimmer caught her eyes, traces of it vanishing toward the west. Her brow furrowed in concentration before her eyes scanned the battlefield one last time. “Goldwind, we ride west.”

      Goldwind leaped onward, galloping hard across the plain toward Werivment. Arldrine leaned forward on Goldwind’s back, relishing the gentle wind on her face, even though it seemed the anticipation would rip her in half. She had to find those who remained and determine their next course of action. Although riding west seemed odd, considering Eliesmore should point his steps toward Daygone to seek and destroy the Phutal along with the Dark One. She was unsure why they were fleeing toward Werivment, and then she considered what might chase them. Although it seemed she was the lone survivor, racing across unending lands toward what she hoped might be a future.

      The white light led her down into the forest until she came upon the shores of a silver river, a gentle current turning westward. Dismounting, she moved forward, watching the moon hang over the water while the golden light from the stars lit her path. A keen sorrow struck her heart as she walked beside the river, stooping to look at the tracks in the mud. “A great multitude stood here,” she whispered to Goldwind. “Look, their footprints point south, toward the river. They were watching something, I’m afraid…” her voice trailed off.

      Goldwind said nothing, just listened.

      Arldrine rose and walked down to the riverbed, placing a hand on her heart as she turned west. “They paid homage to the great who had fallen, and even the beasts of the sky joined.” She pointed to a smattering of footprints, hooves, and claws mixed with the booted footprints of the people groups. “We grow close,” she whispered and began to walk again.

      The voice of the river followed as they continued their journey alongside the riverbank. Arldrine did not want to stop, but eventually, her worry and exhaustion gave way, and she slept under the light of the Green Stone, without fear. The ground was uneven along the riverbank as they traveled the next day. Arldrine was unwilling to ride least Goldwind slip, and they both end up in the river, dragged onward by the relentless current. A darkness hung in the air with a thickness Arldrine could sense yet could not see. A deep forbidding struck her, something was wrong, and she could not shake the feeling, even though it seemed she had come through the majority of death and devastation. The quietness irked at her, and she kept turning, expected unseen assailants to sneak up on her. There was a mugginess to the air, unlike the chill of the mountains or the cutting heat of the desert. Each time she thought she glimpsed what it was, it disappeared, and even the white glimmer had become vague, disappearing into the river. Unable to quash her discomfort, Arldrine crept forward, her dagger in hand as they continued toward the source of the voices of the water, where the seven rivers met.

      She reached the source of the river just as the light of the failing sun clashed with the Green Light, sending hues of emerald dancing through the heavens. Her breath caught in the glory of it, a sight she did not think she could grow used to. The two lights in a sky were a sign of the times; change had begun in the South World even though she felt bereft. A bend appeared, and the river curved away. Arldrine put out a hand, cautioning Goldwind. “There’s something out there.” She moved away from the riverbank, stepping toward the carpet of green grass that grew by the trees. There was something sinister in the way the trees held up their bare branches, as if angry with the world, and sour against intruders that dare walk across their lands. Holding out a hand, she motioned for Goldwind to pause. If there were Black Steeds in the vicinity, she’d rather face them without Goldwind.

      The figure she saw as she rounded the bend was not expected. She stumbled in surprise, her feet tripping over discarded tree branches. One snapped underfoot, a signal to her location. As the figure spun, he lifted a bow with a blue tipped arrow nocked in it, in warning. She paused, hands up, her eyes wide. Her nostrils flared as she opened her mouth, putting her hands in the air, palm up in surrender. “Zhane,” she called, her tongue tripped on his name in her haste. “It’s me.”

      The bow lowered, although she could still see the arrow in it as he ran toward her, his tall frame covering the distance between them in a matter of moments. His deep brown eyes flashed in surprise and his jaw set as he moved toward her. She could see where he’d gotten thinner from the journey, there was a yellowing bruise on his head, and his tunic had been torn and cut in places.

      “Are you a ghost?” he whispered in astonishment. “Are you a soul coming back to torment me?”

      “No,” her heart raced as she shook her head. “Zhane. It is I. It truly is.” She lifted her head to meet his gaze, watching the way his dark eyes roamed over her face, checking her gait as she took a step toward him. “I swear, it is I.” She repeated, her heart pounding in a mix of relief he was alive, and another feeling, stronger than she’d ever known crept up.

      “How?” his eyes dropping to her foot as he returned the arrow to its quiver, then, thinking better of it, slung it off his back and placed the bow and arrows on the ground, close to their feet.

      She watched his quick movements, eyeing the way his body moved, graceful and strong. He took a deep breath as he stood straight, eyes glinting with expectation as he waited for her words.

      “Zhane… I…” she began, yet the words got stuck in her throat. She gazed up at him, her breath coming fast as she studied the lines of his handsome face. Until now she hadn’t realized what she had been running toward. Now it was clear, the moment she’d left the tree, she’d been searching for him. He stood before her, alive, unharmed and she paused, wishing he could read her mind. How could she explain to him the way he made her feel? Taking another step toward him she held out her hand, outstretched toward his, unsure of why. He cocked his head, studying her, his eyes holding hers as he touched his palm to hers as if ensuring she was flesh and blood.

      An electric snap reverberated through the air as their hands touched. She felt the muscles of her face jerk in response. Tilting her head, she gauged his reaction. His brown eyes flickered as his gaze locked onto their hands. Following his gaze, she saw a glow of white threads leaking out from where their skin touched. With a sharp cry of surprise, she snatched her hand away and shook her arm violently as if she had been burned. “What was that?” she gasped, staring from her hand to his.

      “I don't know,” Zhane admitted, his eyes narrowing in surprise. “Did you feel it?” He studied her.

      Her face grew warm as she flushed under his stare, her hands suddenly feeling clammy. “Yes, but, what does it mean?”

      “Come here,” he beckoned with a finger, pulling her back toward him. “We should find out.”

      She stepped toward him again, allowing the deep muskiness of his scent to pull her in. She tilted her face toward his, allowing him to see her vulnerability. As she stared into his eyes, hesitant, welcoming, and full of relief, she desired more. It was the emotion she could not put words to, the yearning that felt like a thread between them. There was a magnetic pull, and as she basked in the glow of his presence, her heartbeat quickening, she understood what it was. As Dathiem had said, loving was as easy as breathing once she stopped thinking about it.

      She moved closer to Zhane with intention, her hands coming up to rest on his chest before she could stop herself. His head bent down toward hers, allowing her to see the question in his eyes. She saw the shadow of a beard crossing his jawline as she moved her hands up, marveling as his muscles tensed before relaxing under her caress. His hands came up around her waist, steering her hips closer to his. She felt a tongue of fire in her belly as she wrapped her fingers around the back of his neck pulling his head toward her and leaning into the strength of his embrace. His eyes held hers as his head came closer, her gaze flickered from his eyes to his mouth. Tilting her head at an angle, she touched her lips to his in gentle exploration.

      The corners of his mouth pulled back in surprise before his arms tightened around her waist. She felt one of his hands drop lower to grasp the curves of her bottom. His lips parted, deepening the kiss as heat flowed between them. She tasted his passion as he devoured her and a drowning sensation almost overcame her as she held on, whisked away to the brink of pleasure. She opened her mouth, eager to taste him again as his hands came up, rubbing her back, caressing her hips as her mouth took hers. His heart thudded against hers, slowing down before speeding up into a rhythmic passion. She tilted her head back, allowing him to take her fully, gasping when he unexpectedly broke the kiss.

      Opening her eyes in astonishment, she met his gaze. Although his mouth was closed his eyes smiled at her. “Look,” he whispered, turning his head. “Look at the magic we are creating.”

      White lights surrounded them like the Iaens that lit the way for the travelers of the mountains in tales of old. They leaped and danced, uttering tiny shouts of joy as they celebrated their new life. Arldrine gasped, her hands loosening as she stepped back in awe. “How is this possible?” She whispered in wonder. “Did we do this? You and I?”

      “I can’t explain it,” he gave a low chuckle, the lines of his face softening. “I think so… tell me, Arldrine, what happened in the mountains? Did you gain a power?”

      “No,” she blinked, watching the white lights dance. “I thought you gained something…” Her mind flew back to the tree for brief seconds until Zhane’s arms came up, cupping her elbows as he drew her back toward him.

      “Kiss me again,” he bade her, drawing her body against his chest.

      Parting her lips she allowed herself to become lost in his warmth, while threads of passion burst from their skin on skin contact, white lights shattering across the blackness of the night.
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      “We should return to the others,” Zhane announced at length as the moon rose over the water, casting a silvery hue across Werivment.

      Arldrine rested her head on his chest; he could sense she wanted more from him. It was tempting, yet he wanted more than a quick tryst in the woods. He held her tightly all the same, thankful for the salvation of two of his close friends, even if one was left to the river.

      “Who is left?” The joy evaporated from Arldrine’s face as worry creased her forehead. “I saw many concerning things on my way here.”

      He sighed, kissing the top of her head before letting go. “There is much to tell you.”

      “I saw the footprints on the shore; they faced south, southeast. Tell me.”

      He pulled back, placing his hands on her shoulders. “The grief is still too close,” he frowned. “It was Dathiem. During the battle of the Constel Heights. We sent his body down the river…” he trailed off, his eyes clouding over in sorrow.

      “No,” Arldrine’s hand came up, gripping his wrist. “Not Dathiem.”

      “I know you were close to him too,” Zhane nodded as she let go of him, spinning to face the waters. She clasped a hand to her chest and bowed her head, her shoulders hunched forward as she grieved. Zhane moved to stand beside her, joining the moment of silence for their fallen comrade. Unsaid words stretched into darkness as they gazed at the swiftly moving waters. Arldrine crossed her arms, biting her lip before placing a hand on Zhane’s arm.

      Goldwind joined them shortly, and after a time they made their way back to camp. Yamier and Wekin had built a fire and perched on boulders, eating, talking and peering warily at the forest. Idrithar was the first to rise when he saw them while Yamier and Wekin stood up and clapped their hands. Their buoyant voices ringing across the water as they welcomed Arldrine back to their company.

      The night was cool and silent as they settled down after the excitement, explaining to Arldrine what had taken place since she had left them. Zhane let Idrithar tell Arldrine about the gifts from the Mermis, and one by one they showed her the weapons of the Five Warriors.

      “There is a gift for you,” Zhane passed her a quiver full of blue tipped arrows and a bow made of dark wood, its curves carved with symbols. “This is the bow of Legone the Swift, with the quiver that never runs out of arrows. Perhaps the Mermis knew you would return and left this here for you.”

      Arldrine took the bow, running her fingers across the grooves of the old carvings before fitting the quiver on her back. “I am not worthy of such a gift.”

      “No,” Idrithar agreed. “None of us are. That the weapons of the Five Warriors should come to us at such a time as this is a gracious fortitude.”

      “I have a question,” Arldrine sat cross-legged and leaned forward, addressing Idrithar. “Why are you here in Werivment? If Eliesmore and Optimistic are headed to Daygone, we should be with them. At the very least, we should return to the fortress with the Mermis. The west will soon be overrun with woísts, if not already. What is your plan Idrithar? What strategy do you have?”

      Idrithar glanced off toward the waters, lifting a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. “This is the question we must all ask ourselves. We have helped Eliesmore accomplish the first quest. The Green Company is no more; we are free to take up our own desires. The Iaen have returned to Shimla; we may go as we please. It is my intention to return to the Eastern Hill Countries and follow Eliesmore to Daygone. If we arrive after him perhaps we help buffet the out-lash from the Dark One. The Mermis are collecting the army at the fortress, ready for Eliesmore’s last march as he takes back the west. If we wish to continue with him, we should meet him there.”

      “Will the army be enough?” Arldrine demanded, glancing from Zhane to Idrithar. “I know Eliesmore has the power of the Green Stone, but do we have the numbers we need to vanquish the Black Steeds? And not just to vanquish them, but to retain the power, and keep the balance until the end of time?”

      “Arldrine,” Zhane reached out and touched her shoulder, disagreeing with her line of questioning.

      “It is doubtful,” Idrithar stroked his beard. “If we can recruit White Steeds during our return to the Eastern Hill Countries, that would be best.”

      “Wait,” Wekin interrupted, holding up a finger. “Do you mean to say, we came all the way across the Eastern Hill Countries and the Cascade Mountain Range only to turn around and go back the way we came?” He stared from Idrithar to Zhane, his eyes wide. “I can’t do that! I’m tired.”

      “Agreed,” Yamier argued. “We need to rest and relax and hide from the monsters.”

      Idrithar’s eyes bored into the two. “It is exactly this line of thinking that likely got the White Steeds into trouble in the first place. We go on regardless of how tired we are. The world is not saved until it is saved. You cannot do partial work, you cannot give a little and sit back and cook and hunt for bacon! If you are part of this, you must commit to the cause and believe with everything you have. And here I thought you two were growing up? Relax, bah,” he practically spat at them.

      Wekin crossed his arms, putting his nose in the air. “I wasn’t suggesting we quit; I was just saying, let’s breathe for a while, like we did in Rashla like we did in the Green World. Then get up and fight, I’m all for it. I just need to eat a full meal and to sit down without foul creatures chasing me all day.”

      Idrithar stood, folding his arms. “You may find yourself left behind with that sort of thinking.”

      “Maybe the dranagins should have eaten him,” Wekin muttered darkly to Yamier.

      “Let rest here tonight,” Zhane held out a hand, calming the conversation. “We should discuss further tomorrow.”

      “My mind remains made up,” Idrithar remarked. “Arldrine, again, I am thankful your path led you here to us again.”

      “Idrithar,” she nodded at him, “it is a relief you escaped from the mountain of fire. These are confusing times; we need your wisdom.”

      “Perhaps,” his voice grew gentle, losing the scolding tone he often held when talking to Yamier and Wekin. “Arldrine, you have always had a mind of your own. It is clear you can think for yourself, not persuaded by the wishes and influence of others. I sense you have a mission in mind, and if that should be your desire, you must fulfill it.” He turned, his footsteps guiding him away from them toward a boulder perched close to the river. “I must think for a while,” he called back to them.

      “Arldrine,” Wekin leaned forward as soon as Idrithar was out of earshot, his eyes lighting up. “Tell us again how you escaped from the woísts.”

      She smiled at him. “Wekin, in the morning. I desire to speak further with Zhane.”

      Wekin threw himself down on the rock, stretching while tucking his head behind his eyes. “I suppose I’ll just sleep then.”

      Arldrine stood. “Walk with me?” she looked down at Zhane, a small smile playing around her lips.

      He followed her, watching the lights of the night entwine and dance around them, lending their light one to another. “What do you want to tell me?” he asked, feeling the desire to reach out, brush her hair off her neck, wrap his arms around her shoulders and kiss her again. It was intoxicating to have her unbound in his arms. He watched the way her eyes softened and turned into pools of heated desire as she met his gaze. Her lips turned upward, begging to be kissed. He thought of what it would be like to unbutton her tunic and let her stand bare before him that he might revel in the worship of her feminine beauty. He allowed his mind to wonder before regaining self-control, bringing himself back to the present moment. They pressed themselves against the trunk of a tree, settling in the green blanket of grass across from the rushing waters. He pulled her to his chest, kissing her head as the waves churned before them. Now and then, white motes would appear and wink off into the darkness, lighting up the deepness of the night.

      Arldrine pulled away for a moment, watching his face. “I have more to tell you, about the time I spent in the mountains,” she offered. Then she went on, telling him of the spirit of the tree that had awoken and what it had said to her. “I believe what is happening to us, between us, now, is because of happened at the tree.”

      “Do you think the tree gave you power?”

      “I am not sure. Something happened when I was there; my foot healed although the tree claimed true power resides within the Rulers of the West, whoever they might be. Now that I think about it, glimmers of white have always surrounded us. I think it’s because I’ve always held you at arm’s length, I didn’t know how to let you in, but now something has awakened, and it is unstoppable.”

      In response, he held out his hand, and when their palms touched the electrifying explosion melded around them. Arldrine gasping in awe. “These wonders never cease to amaze me,” she admitted.

      Leaning forward he tilted back her head, his hand cupping her cheeks as he kissed her again. She tasted like mystery and intrigue; he wanted more.
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      Flywinger bobbed his head in uncertainty as they rounded the mound. Optimistic led the way with the disheveled siblings behind him. Eliesmore brought up the rear as he held the lion cub, rubbing his face against the soft fur.

      “Flywinger, all is well,” Optimistic called, beckoning Flywinger to join them. “We have new friends.”

      Skip and Bruthen shifted from foot to foot, wary of the size of Flywinger. Eliesmore gave them an encouraging nod, suddenly grateful for the addition of new White Steeds.

      “They should ride,” Optimistic lowered his voice, addressing Eliesmore. “We can walk, but they are in no shape…”

      “Aye,” Skip interrupted. “We can hear you.”

      Optimistic’s face brightened as he turned back to them, offering them leaves of murthweeld. “Would you like to ride? Skip? Bruthen? It would be easier. Eliesmore and I are well rested, we can travel quickly on our feet.”

      “We can take care of ourselves…” Skip began.

      “We accept,” Bruthen interrupted, a hand curling around his wounded side. “Skip,” he whispered to his sister. “I can’t travel far with this wound. And what if more of the Traders are out here? We can’t fight them off. What happened back there at the cave was a lucky mistake.”

      “You don’t have to explain yourselves,” Optimistic offered, walking up to Flywinger. “Ride with us for a time out of trouble. You are free to leave at any time.”

      “Thank you,” Skip said suddenly, her eyes growing round. “There are not many like you. No one has tried to help us before.”

      Optimistic introduced the pair to Flywinger before they resumed their journey east. The lion cub in Eliesmore’s arms whimpered once more before it settled into a peaceful sleep. The rise and fall of its gentle heartbeat lulled Eliesmore, and he found peace encapsulating him. Flywinger strode through the weaving grass, and wherever they went the wildflowers hurled petals at them as if welcoming them to a secret world. When Eliesmore listened, he heard the voices of the creatures exclaiming in surprise, welcoming the coming of the One and spreading the message. The words to “Song” flittered through his mind. They will come out and rejoice.

      The friendly wind returned, blowing over them, whispering hidden secrets they could not understand in their ears. After a while, Bruthen’s voice drifted to Eliesmore’s ears. “You are really the One? Did you truly dissolve the Green Stone?”

      “Yes,” Eliesmore looked up at the siblings, realizing for the first time no one had heard the story. “Optimistic,” an idea came to him, a reminder of words Optimistic himself had spoken. Sharing their story, one to another, would build trust between them. He could tell by the way Bruthen hunched over Flywinger’s neck, and Skip’s eyes moved back and forth. They were frightened, concerned whether they’d made the right choice in trusting Eliesmore and Optimistic. Deception was rampant in the South World, and he needed to offer a way for the newcomers to trust him.

      “We should tell them our story,” Optimistic picked up Eliesmore’s threads of conversation.

      “How did you meet?” Skip lifted her chin as if the words were difficult to say.

      Eliesmore paused, glancing at Optimistic, visions of his horrific nightmare in the Torsilo Quarts fleeing through his mind.

      “We met in the forests of Shimla,” Optimistic said. “Where the mythical Iaens live.” He went on, telling the story about the Green Company and their adventures traveling to the Constel Heights. Eliesmore chimed in where appropriate, remembering the time when he was full of fear, wondering how he could be the One before he made his choice.

      The siblings listened in silence, their eyes lighting up from time to time as Eliesmore and Optimistic told their story, skipping over the dark moments when they lost members of their company, and the Rakhai chased them into certain death. In the end, when Eliesmore spoke of dissolving the Green Stone, Flywinger paused and turned, allowing them a moment of reverence as they gazed on the Green Light. As if waiting for that moment to pass, the lion cub struggled in Eliesmore’s arms and awoke with a whimper of terror.

      “It’s hungry,” Optimistic offered, “we need to feed it. I hope it is done with its mother’s milk for we will not find such substances out here.”

      “What should we feed it?” Eliesmore knelt, lifting the cub from his shoulder onto the ground.

      The lion cub sat back on its hunches. “Who are you?”

      Eliesmore held out his hand, watching the lion cub sniff it before responding. “I am Eliesmore, and these are my companions,” he gave a vague wave toward Optimistic, Flywinger, Skip, and Bruthen. “What is your name?”

      The lion cub lifted its liquid eyes to meet Eliesmore’s, a sudden fear crossing its innocent gaze. “Are you Black Steeds?”

      “Nay,” Eliesmore felt a laugh at the corner of his mouth, yet he regained his solemnness. “I am Eliesmore of the Jeweled Sword.” Pausing his speech for a moment, he showed the tiny beast his hilt. “I came to save the world; you were lost and lonely, we shall be your friends and take you to a new home. The home of the White Steeds. Would you like to come with us?”

      The lion cub swung his head from side to side, eyeing his new companions, although he did not have a choice. “Where is my mother?”

      Eliesmore’s shoulders slumped. Biting his lip, he leaned closer to the small beast. “We don’t have mothers, none of us, because of the Black Steeds. They come to destroy; they take our families, our mothers and fathers, we have nothing left except for each other. We are a new family, one not of blood, but of friendship. We tell our stories one to another, and share our hearts, that’s what strengthens us. We hold on to hope that there will be great days ahead of us, better days, and those who lay down their lives did not do so in vain. We came to save the South World, and with salvation comes sacrifice. The road we walk is difficult, we have come through dark days, yet I see nothing but light ahead. If you come with us, if you walk in the light with us, you shall see better days. We all hold a grief close to our hearts, and we have a choice. We can let that grief destroy us, or let it make us stronger. What will you choose?” Although Eliesmore directed his words to the lion cub, in truth, he was speaking to the newfound White Steeds, Skip, and Bruthen. He lifted his eyes from the lion cub and found the two staring at him. A flush covered Skip’s face while Bruthen’s held an open yet surprised expression.

      “I will come,” the lion cub said, overwhelmed by Eliesmore’s words and hoping they would come to a halt.

      “Good,” Eliesmore reached out a hand to stroke the lion cub’s head. It moved forward, a low rumble emitting from its throat. “What is your name?”

      “I don’t have a name.”

      “May I give you a name?” Eliesmore asked, attempting not to be presumptuous.

      The lion cub stood on all fours, moving its small head up and down.

      Eliesmore glanced at Optimistic who stood quite still, watching the interaction. “What should his name be, Optimistic?”

      “Something in Iaen,” Optimistic replied, lifting his face toward the sun. “His fur shines like the light, reminding us of hope, reminding us the future lies before us.”

      “Light,” Eliesmore repeated while Optimistic hummed the words to a new song, and Skip and Bruthen glanced from Optimistic to Eliesmore. Flywinger snorted and tossed his mane, prancing in place. “Light,” Eliesmore whispered, lost in thought. He was reminded of his dream, where the lights of the forests of Shimla shone forth in rainbow colors, and he wondered what it meant. “I hereby bestow thee the name Lythe. Lythe the Lion of the Monoxie Meadows.”
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      Zhane woke in a cold sweat, his dream running through his memory. He sat up, his heart pounding and his hair plastered to his neck. He leaped upward, spinning around as he determined which direction he needed to run.

      “Zhane,” he heard Arldrine’s voice from the riverbank. “What’s wrong?”

      He held up a finger and tore in the opposite direction shouting. “Idrithar! Idrithar! Wake up; you have to get up right now. We have to go. We have to stop Eliesmore.”

      “What?” Idrithar rose on an elbow, his long hair flowing to his shoulders. He raised a hand. “Calm down. What are you talking about?”

      “Daygone!” Zhane breathed, unable to rip the words out of his throat fast enough. “The trap is Daygone. I had a vision; everything is part of one grand scheme. The Rakhai, the Changers, the request to go to Daygone. They have brainwashed him. The Green People, the Iaen, they are behind everything. We have to stop Eliesmore from going to Daygone. They will turn him; they will get what they want.”

      Idrithar fastened his sword around his waist and strode toward Zhane. “You believe this vision to be true?”

      “On my honor,” Zhane confirmed.

      Idrithar’s head sank, “There is no time to waste. Let’s run.”

      “Wait!” Wekin shouted in the dark. “Where are you going?”

      “There is no time to explain?” Idrithar called back as he gained the bend of the river. “We have to go to Daygone; you will be too slow. Find another path.”

      Zhane followed Idrithar, pausing before he passed Arldrine. He could see the disappointment in her eyes, the hope that they might have a few more stolen moments together. He caught her in his arms, embracing her hard. Time and again they had left each other, this would not be the last time. “I have to go,” he told her, knowing he did not need to.

      “I understand,” she pulled back, searching his eyes. “Go. Save Eliesmore. Save all of us.” He pulled away, yet she held him fast, her voice dipping into a whisper. “Zhane. I know Idrithar is your friend, our friend,” she corrected herself. “Be careful what you share with him.”

      He squeezed her shoulder in acknowledgment, suspicion irritating him. “I understand,” he told her to appease her mind, unwilling to start an argument when he had to leave her.

      There was more to say, much more to say. He leaned forward as if to kiss her goodbye, then changed his mind at the last moment. Letting go, he tore away, up the riverbank behind Idrithar, pebbles launching themselves into the river in the wake of their fleet feet.
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      “Wekin,” Yamier yawned as he stared out over the water, watching the cascading waves move back and forth. “Do you want to go sailing again?”

      Wekin gave a noncommittal grunt without opening his eyes, waving a hand in dismissal.

      “I’m serious,” Yamier went on, watching the object bob and weave in the waves. It got caught in the current and spun around. With a gasp he sat up, his fingers fumbling at the clasp of his cloak, quickly removing it. He tossed his tunic beside his new bow and arrows. There was only the briefest moment of hesitation as he tossed his shirt and pants on to the boulder and stood above the currents, watching the seven rivers ebb and flow. The object he spied riding the current was a boat and not just any boat. Yamier recognized it was as one of the vessels he’d helped to build in Rashla, with white oars stored in the bottom of the boat. Taking a deep breath, Yamier dived.

      Cold water coasted over his skin while the strong pull of the river dragged him west. He allowed himself to sink before striking out, kicking his legs hard and keeping his head down as he moved through the water. The current dragged him until he saw an opening and hurled his body in to the next current, surfacing to gasp for breath. The boat twirled in the next current and with another gulp of air, Yamier allowed himself to sink back down. A tunnel of water pulled him eastward, toward the boat. His teeth began chattering as he surfaced again, seeing the boat within reach. Kicking and swinging his arms, he moved toward the boat, grasping at it when another splash drew his eyes. “Yamier!” Wekin decided to wake up after all.

      Yamier snatched at the rim of the boat and missed, his hand flapping wildly in the cold water. He ducked back underwater like a fish before leaping, hurling his body out of the current. This time his hands caught the boat, and he rolled over, throwing himself down to lie gasping at the bottom. “Aye!” He shouted with glee, raising a fist in victory. He pulled out an oar just as Wekin dived into a second current.

      “A little help here?” Wekin yelled, his head bobbing in the current like a duck.

      Yamier spun his oar and laughed as he attempted to steer toward Wekin. Growing up the two of them had lived close to a river and several underground springs. Swimming was as natural to them as hunting and cooking, yet the love of sailing had never awakened until they crossed the Jaded Sea.

      Yamier held out the oar for Wekin who scrambled aboard, shouting with glee as he splashed water into the vessel. He picked up an oar, and the two attempted to row back to shore.

      “Row a little harder right here Wekin; we’re going over a rough spot.”

      “Aye Captain, now we swing a little to the left, right?”

      “Right? No, we go straight ahead.”

      “Dig in your oar Yamier, keep the boat from turning.”

      “Got it, that’s the way, keep rowing strong.”

      “Almost there, we’re across the currents; the shore is looming.”

      “There now, drop anchor.”

      “There isn’t an anchor.”

      “Err… rather pull her up to shore.”

      By the time the two had finished pulling in the boat and dragging it just out of reach of the water, Arldrine and Goldwind stood side by side, observing their movements.

      “See,” Wekin announced, soaking wet as he spread his arms at his achievement. “We found a boat and brought her in.”

      “We!” exclaimed Yamier in disgust. “I found the boat, and you came along later to row it in.”

      “I saw it at the same time you did, I just needed a few extra seconds of sleep,” Wekin countered.

      “After I swam across three currents to retrieve it!”

      “I swam across too,” Wekin lifted his arms, flexing his muscles.

      “Okay you two,” Arldrine laughed. “It doesn’t matter. Wekin, I was hoping you could draw a map for me.”

      “Why?” Wekin asked as he tugged on his clothes again, Yamier following his example.

      “I’m leaving soon,” Arldrine replied. “Idrithar and Zhane have chosen their path, and I must choose mine. I’m returning to the mountains; I have to search for an army.”

      “No,” Wekin pleaded, his eyes going wide. “Please don’t leave us too.”

      Arldrine tilted her lovely head, her eyes almost teasing. “I will meet you again, at the fortress. Don’t forget. We come, and we go yet we always return.”

      “What are we supposed to do?” Yamier crossed his arms, not intending for his voice to come out like a pout, yet it seemed that way.

      Arldrine gestured toward the boat. “You have a ride now. If you follow the currents east, you’ll find yourself back in the Eastern Hill Countries and, eventually, back at the fortress.”

      “Still, I don’t like it,” Wekin added. “We just got you back, and now you’re off again.”

      Arldrine turned east, pointing across the waves. “Just think of the rushing water as you make your way through the west. Consider the beauty of the open skies and the light of the Green Stone at your back, guiding your journey home. Imagine the warm reception you’ll receive at the fortress and the stories you’ll be able to tell of your adventures in the South World. My friends, you are quite young, the youngest of the Green Company. Others seem to doubt you and to judge you for your love of bacon and hunting, and the satisfaction of a meal. Your hearts are full of adventure; you carry the weapons of the Heroes of Old. There is nothing that can stand in your way. Remember all you have accomplished and all you will achieve. You are Yamier and Wekin. You traveled with the One. You fought the battle at the Constel Heights and escaped with your lives. There is nothing more than a glowing future ahead of you. Think of that as you set forth on your next adventure. May the fates always be generous in your journey and may the Green Light shine down upon you as your guide, evermore.”

      She placed a hand on her heart as she blessed them, her words ringing through the air. As she spoke, Yamier saw white lights hurling themselves through the air, bursting in sparks around them as if confirming her words rang true. Later, as he and Wekin pushed the boat into the eastern current, Yamier began to wonder. He was a hunter, a traveler, and, perhaps, a Treasure Hunter. Yet, there was something eternal about his friends and their wisdom, and he wondered what Arldrine had brought back from the mountains, for she seemed quite changed.
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      Arldrine hoisted herself up on a misshapen gray boulder, lifting a hand in farewell as Yamier and Wekin faded from view in the current traveling east. She knew she should have gone with them not only to protect them from their foolishness but also to return to the fortress. It was her destiny to join with the White Steeds and strategize the next step they would take in the war between the mortals and immortals. An undercurrent of guilt rippled through her as her thoughts strayed back to Zhane. A deep longing welled up within her with such force she bent forward, wrapping her arms around her waist as if the mere physical response could hold her together. Memories of Zhane rose before her as vapid as the air. Closing her eyes, she recalled the feeling of his arms holding her against him and his solid strength. Her insides ignited with passion each time she remembered his lips on hers. Rocking herself back and forth, she took deep breaths, unused to the sudden burst of emotion.

      Zhane's stern warnings regarding the Therian crashed through her mind like a waterfall. She cringed as if he were before him, knowing she was free to pursue her quest to find mankind. Shaking herself free from anxiety she weighted the cryptic words from the Green People. Ellagine told her if she sought mankind, she would find an army in the mountains and perhaps her people. Zhane would not approve, although he had run off with Idrithar, giving her the opportunity to begin her search. The knowledge that he was alive—she refused to consider what he might face in the prairie lands—was worth the descent from the mountains. Winter chill would soon sweep the land, and while it would not be wise to return to the mountains during such a season, it seemed no choice was left before her. It was risky, yet in a world overrun with Black Steeds, what choice did she have but to take a risk?

      Relaxing her shoulders, she watched the shining waters of Werivment as she mulled over her options. She needed to cross the river, yet the currents were too powerful. She slid off the rock and walked over to where Wekin had sketched a map of the South World. According to his design if she crossed the waters of Werivment she would enter the foothills of the lone western mountain range. It was where Dathiem told her to search for mankind. Thoughts of him invariability led her to thoughts of Glashar and Arldrine shuddered, feeling sorry for the pain the Falidrain lived with. Blinking hard, Arldrine traced a finger through the mud, marking her route on the map. It would be quite out of the way to follow the river back to the desert and from there head west. Although, she supposed she could find a crossing where the river was low. Furrowing her brow, she thought back to her flight to Werivment, yet she could not recall a time when the current did not rush swiftly east and west. Even Yamier and Wekin’s devilish rush through the currents had been nothing short of miraculous. Tilting her head, she glanced toward the rushing waters. It would be folly to consider crossing, especially when she could not see the shore. There was no knowing how many miles it would take to reach the other side. Even if she had a boat, the seven currents made crossing impossible. Wiping her hands on the seat of her pants, she paced back and forth on the shore, eyes narrowed, tilting her head as she worked around the problem.

      “Please.” Her lips moved in a whispered prayer. “I need to cross here. Time is wasting. Show me a way.”

      Goldwind trotted up, green grass sticking out of her mouth while her hooves squelched in the mud. “Who are you talking to?”

      “Tis nothing,” Arldrine shook her head. “I was thinking; we should return to the mountains. Are you with me?”

      “Always,” Goldwind moved her neck up and down, chewing the last strands of grass.

      “I am going to search for mankind, an army to help restore this world to the White Steeds. It will be dangerous, it’s risky, but I believe we will succeed.”

      “I will come,” Goldwind replied calmly.

      Arldrine faced Goldwind, laying a hand on her nose. “I want you to know how grateful I am. Even though Eliesmore dissolved the Green Stone, the world is still dark. We don’t know what evil lies in wait.”

      “I will come,” Goldwind nuzzled her. “Stop trying to scare me away.”

      Arldrine chuckled. “I don’t want to hide anything from you. Zhane told me the Therian roam the mounts and they are quite dangerous.”

      “You have the bow of Legone the Swift,” Goldwind huffed at the quiver.

      “Aye,” Arldrine noted, reaching up to rub Goldwind’s mane. She glanced at the wood, the words of the Trespiral coming back to her. Perhaps the mountains held a key, and she could unlock the mystery of the trees. A vague sense of horror rushed over her as she eyed the barren wood and, swallowing hard, she turned her attention back to the waters. The Green Light twinkled and shifted in the waves, a beam catching the waters and casting a mirror across the land.

      Arldrine gasped, squinting as she gazed in wonder. Lifting a hand off Goldwind’s neck, she pointed. “Do you see it?”

      A rainbow winked into existence, colors shimmering before her eyes as an eerie luster swept over the waters. Reds and yellows blended with emerald and sapphire, ending in gentle hues of violet and indigo. Turning, Arldrine ran west toward the source, straining her eyes to keep them from blinking, least she miss the glory.

      “What do you see?” Goldwind trotted after her.

      Arldrine paused over the water’s edge, watching the colors change. Hardly daring to breathe, she reached out a trembling hand, her fingertips skating over light. Her forefinger tapped something solid. Lifting her foot, she sat it on the light. It held her weight, and she took another step, her fingers grasping the firm edges of light.

      “Goldwind, it’s a Rainbow Bridge.”

      She took another step, noting the shift in colors as the bridge flickered. “Follow me, Goldwind,” she took another step, rising above the rushing water. “I am not sure what’s happening, yet it seems the light guides us, opening the road before us, making our path easier. The fates have aligned, we were meant to walk this way. Follow me.”

      “What if we fall?” Goldwind pawed at the flickering light, sniffing at it in distrust.

      Arldrine did not look back. “If we fall, we will fall into the waters of Werivment, and the current will take us with it. I do not believe this bridge was placed here to let us down.”

      The gentle clop of Goldwind’s hooves echoed on the bridge, settling into a steady flow as they walked together. Arldrine matched her steps to the sound of Goldwind walking as they rose higher in the air. The wind blew sharply on occasion, forcing her to grip the vague aura of the bridge, unsure how the light could turn it solid. She continued to walk, taking deep breaths, refusing to allow doubts to sway her mind.

      “We walk a path not tread by other. We go where the wild creatures roam, and safety is not certain. We have no quest, no powers on our side, but go since we must, go since we may, on and beyond. Goldwind, I feel that I have been given a second chance to change the world. Change is not made by returning to the fortress again and again. Someone must take a risk and seek help where others dare not tread. Perhaps this risk will provide the greatest reward.”

      She did not say it aloud, but another thought pricked her mind, leaving a hazy unsettlement in her thoughts of hope. Perhaps this risk would prove the greatest folly.
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      “Where do you hail from?” Eliesmore glanced toward Skip and Bruthen. The five companions traveled through the meadows, an easy journey with scant conversation. Over the past few days, Eliesmore attempted to give the siblings space, yet as he eyed their torn clothing and healing backs, he could not help but find himself curious. Optimistic kept the conversation turned to mundane topics, yet Eliesmore wanted to know their history. Their lives were quite different from his. “What happened to you?”

      Optimistic walked up, nudging Eliesmore’s shoulder. “Don’t push them,” he whispered. “They will talk when they are ready.”

      “No,” Bruthen waved a hand, wincing and grabbing his side. “We can speak.” Sadness rang out in his low, mellow voice.

      “Are you certain?” Skip’s higher voice faltered as she pivoted toward her brother, eyeing him with a look Eliesmore could not quite explain.

      Flywinger slowed his pace, moving into an even walk while Lythe padded beside him. Lythe’s light fur flashed in and out of the long blades of grass, some taller than even his back. Optimistic strode to the left of Flywinger while Eliesmore marched on the right, peering ahead as he noticed light movement in the grass. Now and then it seemed as if the wind fluttered by him, touching his shoulder, running its invisible hands through his hair. When he tuned out the sound of his companions, he heard an unmistakable voice. The words were garbled and mismatched, in no language he had studied. After a moment it died away, and like a dream he watched the wind dance its way onward, threading its breeze through the vibrant meadow.

      “I recall little of my earlier life,” Bruthan spoke hauntingly, an odd, faraway gleam in his eyes. “We lived with ma and da, by the waters of the Jaded Sea.”

      “Our parents were fishers,” Skip added, clenching her fists. “At least, from my memory.”

      “Aye,” a slight smile touched Bruthen’s chapped lips, a warm halo of hope and light covering his ruddy face. “Evening tides, we’d head out to the great seas and fish until the morn dawned. Those were great days.”

      “Do you still know how to fish?” Eliesmore interrupted. “Do you know how to steer a boat?”

      Skip gave a short chuckle. “Boats? We did not fish on boats. Nay, we had a great barge. We’d fish with our tribe. We used to fish for trade in our village, at least, we did, back when there were Trazames.”

      “Trazames?” Optimistic gave a low whistle. “None have heard of Trazames in this land, they still live?”

      Skip gave a noncommittal shrug. “That was long ago,” she trailed off.

      “Before they took over our village,” Bruthen’s voice sunk lower.

      “The Black Horse Lords,” Skip continued, echoing a lost thought.

      “They made the families work for them; I don’t know why they needed so much food…”

      “They killed all the elders and forced us to march to the Torrents Towers,” Skip shivered.

      “They took our barge, our fish, our tribe,” Bruthen’s voice trembled.

      “How old were you?” Optimistic’s gentle voice broke the spell of terror.

      “I don’t recall, I had not reached my tenth moon,” Bruthen shrugged.

      “Moon?” Eliesmore furrowed his brows, not understanding.

      “We count the cycles of the moon, not years,” Skip explained. “We fished at night and slept during daylight, but everything was different in the Torrents Towers.”

      “We were with our parents at first,” Bruthen’s voice grew hallow and haunted. “Until the Traders came.”

      “Don’t talk about them,” Skip snapped. “We’re not going back.” Her tone was hard; anger radiated from her body as she sat up straighter.

      Bruthen looked over at Optimistic. “The Traders, they are the political sect that controls the Torrents Towers. They teach us how to live, to please the Dark Figure, and if we disobey, they send sacrifices to…”

      “Don’t talk about it,” Skip interrupted. “The horror… please…” she turned to face Eliesmore. “We can’t go anywhere near that place, not if you value life.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eliesmore offered, taking aback by the intensity on her face. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed hard, purple splotches breaking out on her face. “How come you are out here? Aren’t the Torrents Towers far from here?”

      “Those Black Steeds back there…who killed the lion. They were taking us to Castle Range,” Bruthen offered. “We were supposed to be a sacrifice.”

      “A sacrifice to the Dark Servant?” Eliesmore gasped. Ominous words floated to his memory. The Changers walked the South World, collecting knowledge and power. “You must hold power,” he blurted out.

      Bruthen shook his shorn head. “I don’t understand your meaning. We aren’t powerful. It was only by chance we happened upon the lion and were able to overpower the Traders.”

      “Where were you planning on going, after you escaped?” Optimistic questioned, glancing back toward the west as if watching for the Traders.

      “We were going to head toward the Jaded Sea,” Skip gave a noncommittal shrug. “The fortress of the White Steeds sounds safer. That’s where you said you are going?”

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to respond while the wind blew his words away. A vague shadow passed in front of his eyes, and with a shudder, he recalled the Rakhai. “We must return the Eastern Hill Countries,” he altered the words he was going to say. “First, we need a way to cross the Jaded Sea. Perhaps we can return to your village and find the barges, and from there we can set sail.”

      Bruthen shifted, biting his lip as if he wished to say more. “It has been many moons. I doubt the village is still there… I doubt there is anything left at all.”

      “Bruthen,” Skip comforted him, her voice dipping. “We never should have talked about this.”

      “We all have a dark past,” Optimistic spoke, his words like a beacon of light on a cloudy day. “A past that frightens us, and makes us wish for different days, better days. We all have stories we wish we’d never have to tell again, and moments when it seems that fear will overcome us. Yet, when we share our stories, it relieves the burden, and we know we don’t have to carry our fears and frustrations alone anymore. That is why we are White Steeds; we have come to help this world, to ease the pain of loss, to end the suffering once and for all. We come so that others will never have to experience the loss, deprivation, and fear we have faced. We come to bring hope.”

      “Hope.” Eliesmore echoed. “Hope and salvation. We have only just begun, but when you look up, look to the west, let the light of the Green Stone fill you with resilience to face another day.”

      “Do you think you can do it?” Bruthen glanced from Optimistic to Eliesmore. “Do you believe you can take back the world, the entire world, from the Black Steeds.”

      As the question sunk in, Eliesmore recalled the moment he was on his knees in front of the Dark Servant. An odd excitement pulsed through his body and his fingers tingling, itching to hold the sword. A bubbling swept through his inner body and for the briefest second, he saw emerald motes dancing before his eyes. “Yes,” his voice rang out firm. “We will save the entire world from the Black Steeds.”
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      Idrithar slowed his hurried footsteps to a stop. Bending over he placing his hands on his knees as he caught his breath. Ragged breathes tore through his throat until he could taste blood in his mouth, the warm iron from the exhaustion of running. Daylight was fading, and the trees were growing thinner. They had come far during the day. Idrithar had allowed Zhane to set the pace, moving them speedily through the western lands toward the prairie of Monoxie. Air snagged in Idrithar’s throat, and he coughed, a violent rattling in his chest forcing him to place a hand over his heart as if the simple movement could prevent his lungs from exploding.

      “Idrithar?” Zhane stood tall, arms folded as he gulped in air.

      Idrithar grunted in response, waving away Zhane’s unasked question. His body was not as strong as it used to be, he had to retrain it to push through fatigue by sheer willpower. For a brief second, he regretted not taking Indonesia’s offer of a winged assistant to carry them to Daygone. Contrary to her earlier words, he was not perfect, and mistakes crept up on him. Zhane’s supposed vision told him he’d made the wrong choice. Fumbling for a water skin, Idrithar took a long draught, standing tall as energy flowed through his body.

      “There’s a dark line on the southeastern horizon,” Zhane remarked.

      Idrithar shaded his eyes, squinting, wishing he had a staff to lean on while he thought. “Armies, most likely.”

      Zhane opened his pack, thoughtfully chewing the dried meat he found there. “I am setting our course toward the Torrents Towers, keeping closer to the Cascade Mountains. I believe it will be swifter than traveling through the prairie lands.”

      Idrithar nodded in agreement. “We need to find the storehouses in order to gain access to the Jaded Sea. Crossing this high up is not my preference.” The seas grew rough and wild the further north they went, at times it could take almost a month to navigate them. The boats from the storehouses which belong to the Torrents Towers were much larger than the small crafts Idrithar and Zhane had built in Rashla.

      “If my calculations are correct, Eliesmore is at least 4-5 days ahead of us; we must find a swifter way to travel.”

      Idrithar stroked his beard. “It will be risky. If we can get to the Torrents Towers and procure dumb beasts, we can speed our journey to the sea. Tell me more about your vision. What did you see?”

      Before Zhane could respond an arrow hurled out of the shadows. “Get down!” Zhane shouted while Idrithar dropped to the ground like a broken tree branch, the air whooshing out of his chest as the arrow whistled above his head. He watched the arrowhead embed itself in the trunk of a tree as he slithered his fingers down his side, reaching for the hilt of the blade of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear.

      “I did not hear them,” Zhane whispered, lifting two fingers he pointed north. “I’ll scout this way.”

      “Stay low,” Idrithar cautioned him.

      Zhane rose on his hands and knees, waiting for another arrow to come through before he rose and ran north. Idrithar turned his head south, his eyes roaming the increasingly dimming wood for signs of woísts. Silence reigned as he stood to his feet, shifting through pine needs scattered across the ground. Pressing his back against a trunk, he allowed the rough prickle of uneven wood to rub against his back as he drew the sword, the sword he’d never wanted. Indonesia’s mocking face rose before him; her words hissed through his ears. You are nothing like my Father. It was not lost on him, the Order of the Wise had ended, and the Mermis were the reason why.

      A deep growl vibrated across the ground, and Idrithar held the sword up, noting the way the golden light in the center began to glimmer. A moment later, Zhane returned, a finger to his lips while he hurled himself again the tree truck beside Idrithar. “A horde of woísts, I counted more than a handful, twenty, fifty, I could not tell. The darkness mars my vision.”

      “Are they moving toward us?”

      “Aye, in the same direction, one of their scouts must have sent the arrow.”

      “A warning. We should keep moving.”

      “There could be more out there,” Zhane cautioned, lifting a hand.

      Idrithar nodded. “I am certain of it. The woísts will secure the borders of the west; it seems the Dark Figure will abide by intimidation and slather. I fear the mass massacres may start again.”

      Zhane muttered a curse in Iaen under his breath. “Why do I get the feeling we’re too late? Again.” He lifted the sword of Crinte the Wise and Idrithar saw the oracles on it go flicking off into the darkness, like omens of a distant future. White sparks leaped where Zhane’s fingers held the sword. Visages of power.

      Idrithar took a step forward, lifting the sword as the woísts materialized out of the shadows. There was no need to exchange words with Zhane; the two tended to fight as if they were extensions of each other's minds. Idrithar swung the sword as he stood back to back with Zhane. From his peripheral vision, he could see oracles from Zhane’s sword dashing off into the shadows.

      Five woísts approached him and Idrithar swung, blocking a blow, kicking out at a second woísts before spinning and driving his sword into a third. Yanking the sword free, he slashed at a woíst, noting the glimmer on the blade growing stronger with each move he made. A yell sounded as more creatures ran out of the wood, dashing toward the two. Idrithar ducked as an arrow flew overhead, stumbling as a foot came out, tripping him. He slid forward across leaves, his arm burning as the underbrush tore at his skin. He turned onto his back and dragged the sword up into the air. He spun in an arc as headed tumbled around him. A fire rippled through his chest as he regained his footing. He reached with his second hand to unsheath his second sword. Twirling the blades, he moved forward yet again to aid Zhane as the creatures fell around them. The fire in his chest intensified before exploding; he saw the light in the sword of Alaireia the Ezinck grow brighter for mere moments before it released itself. Fingers came out, and a molten gold light sprang forth, driving into the hearts of the woísts, mowing them down without rhythm or reason. Idrithar held the sword higher as light poured out of it and the edges of blackness crept up on his eyes. He swayed on his feet as the light grew brighter, and with one last grunt of energy, he collapsed.
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      She stood in the open fields of Sidell, away from the cries of the burning city, facing the mountains. The people groups of the South would rally to her. The elders were dead, as they should be, for the Black Steeds continued to follow instructions from the time of Magdela the Monrage.

      Her red mouth drew downwards in fury, and she clenched her pitchfork in her white fists, watching the blood drain away from her hands. Anger constricted her, or was it fear? No. She’d never known fear. It was anger. Sarhorr, her brother, had seen fit to betray her again and again. He was relentless, remorseless, and bent on destroying her. She should have tortured him for a hundred years. She should have executed her plan sooner. Thinking back, she’d assumed if she gave him control over the army of woísts he would display some sort of allegiance toward her. It seemed to have little effect on him, even swearing the blood oath did not bind him to her as she had hoped. He covered the mountains with the army. Yet, with a slip of the hand, still allowed the Green Stone to be dissolved. It could not be helped; she’d expected the stone to fall into the hands of powerful mortals and immortals at some point.

      The power of the Green People was strong enough to keep Changers out of their forests, and even the east reeked with their eerie power. It made her feel weak, which is why she’d sent Sarhorr to Daygone, hoping the stench of the Green People’s power would curb his aptitude for destruction. However, he’d stolen the Phutal and escaped to the Eastern World for a time. It was a shame she could not break him. No. The Green Stone had to be dissolved, and the One was on his way to Daygone to stop Sarhorr once and for all. Once he was gone, she would rule, as she was always meant to. The death of her brother, the Dark Servant, in Castle Range, their home, had been nothing short of sabotage. She recalled his rage when she escaped through her secret portal and left him alone to face the One. Her brother was dead now. She felt it. And the One would be encouraged enough to attempt to destroy Sarhorr. Then he would come for her in all his magnificence, and she would rip him apart.

      A bitter laugh rose up in her throat. Sarhorr would begin, and she would finish. Ultimately, the power of the Green Stone belonged to her. She would enjoy drawing it from a helpless mortal hero. Then, the world would be doomed. She would rebuild the Four Worlds, a massive task, with an army of immortals to assist her. With the power of creation, she could create a new breed, a loyal race, an immortal race, to follow her to the ends of the world. Once the Four Worlds were hers, she would escape to wreak havoc on other planets. From conversations with the stars, she was aware of planets and galaxies far beyond comprehension. They would be hers, she would not stop until her name was on everyone’s lips and all people, creatures, animals, mortals, and immortals would speak her name, worship her likeness, and follow in her way. The Way of Phimm.
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      Idrithar woke, a buzzing ringing in his head as if his ears had popped. He opened his eyes, noting he lay face up, his vision taking in the woods above him. A scattering of pine needles lay to the right of him, and he saw Zhane leaning against a tree, keeping watch, as usual. Idrithar lifted a hand as sound flooded his senses. A low hum of life, almost unnoticeable was scattered through the trees. The bold tang of sandalwood touched his nostrils, and he sat up, rubbing a bump on the back of his head. His eyes fell to the sword as he moved, and he lifted it up. The gold line on it was still, silent, as if it had never flared up. Idrithar considered the sword as he stood, and as he slipped it back into its sheath, he saw a flash of blue light. Holding his hands up he rubbed his fingers together, considering the possibility that his powers were not quite as lost as he’d thought. As he turned to face Zhane, testing his balance, another thought penetrated his mind. The Mermis. Indonesia was quite vague regarding what power the Mermis held. She’d told him about her past, the ethereal kingdom of Spherical and other great feats in the kingdom of clouds. Yet the kind of power the Mermis held was unknown. Even the Cron who had created the weapons for the Five Warriors held an uncanny power; it had to be something strong, something old, something even the Changers could not touch.

      “Zhane, ready to run on?” Idrithar asked. He felt strong, refreshed, better than he’d felt since his fall in the mountain of fire.

      Zhane nodded, his eyebrows lifted, conveying curiosity, yet he did not ask.

      “There is more to these weapons than meets the eye,” Idrithar went on. “Do you feel anything?”

      Zhane stood up straight, angling his broad shoulders to the east. “I’m not sure if I can explain it,” Zhane held out his palms. “It seemed as if the sword knew, anticipated my movements. There’s something else, you feel it too?”

      Idrithar held up a finger. “It is possible that Eliesmore passed something to each of us, there are repercussions from traveling with the One and the Green Stone. Perhaps the release of power did not just affect him; it impacted all of us. When the light exploded, there was a surge. I am certain of it. As an additional benefit, we now hold the weapons of the Five Warriors. We are enhanced.”

      “Are you certain it came from the Green Stone?” Zhane’s expression was impassive, yet his eyes flickered with unspoken questions.

      “There may be other explanations, but I have been watching. You have something now that you did not have before, I can sense it.”

      “Arldrine brought back something from the mountains,” Zhane dismissed Idrithar’s words, turning his face away.

      Idrithar moved through the woods at a quick pace, continuing the conversation. “That something has been awakening for some time; I’m not talking about untapped powers. There is something in the way we fight.”

      “You rule out the Mermis,” Zhane countered.

      “Perhaps I rule out no one,” Idrithar pursed his lips. “Tell me, Zhane. What exactly did your vision show you?”

      “We should run,” Zhane glanced behind them where the charred remains of the woísts still lay. “We are hard-pressed to catch up with Eliesmore.”

      Zhane would not hold his gaze, Idrithar noted. Closing his mouth, he considered, letting his thoughts make calculations as they ran through the woods toward the prairie, while night swept over the South World.
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      A howl tore through the quiet morning air. Eliesmore stood up straight, thick leaves of rich green murthweeld dropping from his fingers as he spun. It was there again, the cry he hadn’t heard since the incident in the mountain of fire. His heart climbed into his throat as he eyed the south. There was something different about their call, and his heart thudded in recognition. He understood them. They weren’t howling at all, but shouting at each other in shrill voices, arguing about their assignment.

      Eliesmore’s shoulders sagged as he listened. A sudden rush of wind blew past him, blurring the translation of the words. He caught brief snatches of conversation.

      “… You can’t do that…”

      “… It’s not the mission, he will be angry…”

      “… I will tell him…”

      “… We need to attack…”

      “…But the bloodline is gone…”

      “… This is not the way…”

      “… No more servitude… we should have it for ourselves…”

      “… Don’t you know what will happen?”

      The wind grew still as the words died away. Eliesmore believed he heard the distinct sound of steel striking steel, but as he walked toward the sound, all was silent.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic’s concerned voice broke through his thoughts. “What’s wrong?”

      Lythe trotted up, rubbing his head against Eliesmore’s legs as he purred.

      “They are coming,” Eliesmore sighed, facing Optimistic, keeping his voice low. Skip and Bruthen were still slumbering, and he was loath to wake them or hint toward the fearsome creatures that chased them. “The Rakhai, I mean. I assumed they would stop chasing us now that the Green Stone is dissolved.” He waved a hand in the direction of the steadfast Green Light. "What do they want from us now?"

      “I see.” If Optimistic was afraid, he did not show it. “We should keep moving then.”

      Eliesmore jerked his chin toward Skip and Bruthen. “What should we tell them? If it comes to a battle, it will be our fault for putting them in harm’s way.”

      “Everything is different now,” Optimistic suggested. “You have the power of the Green Stone; the Rakhai no longer hold sway over us.”

      Eliesmore straightened his shoulders, glancing at the sleeping siblings. “If it were only us, I wouldn’t mind it so much. We have to send them away as soon as we reach the Eastern Hill Countries. I refuse to have blood on my hands; they did not ask for this darkness.”

      “None of us did,” Optimistic countered. “All the same, we should send them to the fortress. Regardless of what you would say, I am coming with you to Daygone.”

      “I must admit,” Eliesmore stepped closer to Optimistic. “My vision is hazy when it comes to Daygone. When we reached the Constel Heights, we needed an army to hold the Black Steeds at bay. I sense Daygone will be different, but I’m not sure why or how… I don’t know what I will do when we get there. Will it be just as simple as walking into the stronghold and killing the Dark One?”

      “I know not,” Optimistic dropped a hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder. “Mayhap the decision will become clearer the closer we get.”

      “Perhaps,” Eliesmore nodded. Bending down, he scooped up Lythe, thankful for the calming sensation as he stroked Lythe’s fur. “We should run today, I think.”

      Bruthen sat up with a yell, a frantic glaze fading from his face as he realized where he was. He rubbed his shorn head, his fingers tugging on his sister’s shirt, shaking her awake.

      Eliesmore recognized the movements. Fear still shone brightly on their ruddy faces. Squatting, he dropped Lythe in the grass and strode over, handing out leaves of murthweeld. “I can’t promise you we won’t run into danger; there are evil beings that follow us, attempting to halt our progress.” He felt himself relax as the truth spilled from his lips. “I can’t promise you will always be safe with me… but I will tell you,” the words came to him on a fair breeze. “Nothing will daunt our hearts and souls.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he picked up the song of the fields, their voices whispering about the One, passing a message from one to the other. Nothing will daunt our hearts and souls.

      Skip met his eyes, her darker ones glimmering with unshed tears. “No one has been kind to us until you came along with the Green Light. I am frightened, but with you, and your odd companions, I believe.”

      Bruthen put his hand on her shoulder. “So do I,” he echoed.

      Skip and Bruthen mounted Flywinger, and Eliesmore bade them run ahead while Lytle dashed at Flywinger’s hooves.

      Optimistic grinned, the fire of adventure flashing across his face as he set off on a run through the dancing meadows. Eliesmore momentarily turned to the south where a distant cry echoed and faded. They were coming. Instead of giving in to the token of fear, he balled up his fists and raised his chin.
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* * *

      Days drifted into each other, one as beautiful as the next. A peaceful sense of urgency settled around Eliesmore. At times, he saw traces of the wind, pointing a finger east, guiding their journey through the grasslands. The voices of the meadows were jubilant in secret glee, passing secrets from blade to flower. Basking in the whispered awe of voices, Eliesmore let his thoughts stray as they traveled. Each morning was cooler than the last. Although they moved at a quick place through the prairie, he could not help but wonder how his other friends, the remainder of the Green Company, were faring and whether the woísts had taken over the western lands. Memory took him back to the Holesmoles, teeming with the bodies of those warrior creatures. He could not help but think it would have been best if the Green Company had sealed the doors to the Holesmoles, trapping the creatures inside before they escaped. He’d never seen nor heard of such dark creatures roaming the underworld, and the fact that his companions knew the lore of the world so intensely they could produce a name for the tall fighting creatures, worried him. Although he would destroy the Dark One, words Idrithar spoke about assumptions ambushed his thoughts. If the Dark One controlled the woísts, what would happen in the west once the Dark One was dead? Would the armies return to the Holesmoles? Would they run wild without a leader? The more Eliesmore considered, the more he was reminded of the stories of Magdela the Monrage. There was a time when the people groups assumed it was safe because she had been banished. They came out and rejoiced, yet they were still hunted down and slaughtered. Perhaps it would be the same now, if the Dark One was destroyed, the woísts would rally to another leader. He shuddered as he recalled dead bodies floating in the breeze and the putrid, decaying stench of Sidell. War was coming to the South World, not this secretive sneaking around borders but all out-and-out war. He could not stop until all the Black Steeds were dead. Again, a bubble rippled inside him, as if something were struggling to escape. He glanced down at his hands as he ran. Despite Optimistic’s encouragement he could not shake the feeling, he did not understand how to use the power of the Green Stone. He recalled the tales of the Five Warriors and what mighty feats they accomplished with the Clyear of Power. Even Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his companions had used its power to help save their world. Surely the power of the Green Stone was greater.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few days later, Eliesmore saw a dark mass on the southeastern horizon. As he gazed at it, he noticed a twinkle in the air, as if light were reflecting off a surface. “Do you see that?” he pointed.

      Optimistic walked up, shielding his eyes against the sunlight. “No. Your vision is better than mine, Eliesmore.”

      Skip and Bruthen had yet to mount up on Flywinger. The pair moved to Eliesmore’s left side, Skip biting her lip while Bruthen crossed his arms, protecting his healing side even though there was no danger of an attack. Eliesmore noticed their thin, tattered clothes. Even though he and Optimistic had given the two their green cloaks, winter would be harsh if they did not find their way to the fortress before the cold winds swept over them.

      “What lies to the south of us?” Eliesmore gazed upward as if the open skies would give him a clue.

      “We are in the Monoxie Meadows,” Optimistic offered. “It’s hard to gauge exactly where we are, but south of us rises the Cascade Mountains and the Torrents Towers.”

      Skip gave as sharp hiss at the words. “What do you see?” she demanded, spinning to face Eliesmore.

      Eliesmore squinted. “Lights, reflecting off of each other. Perhaps something sharp, like the quills of a porcupine.”

      “It’s the Torrents Towers, there is no other explanation,” Bruthen’s voice was flat, devoid of emotion.

      The panic in Skip’s voice was potent as she spoke. “We are too close. The Traders are relentless. If they find us in the meadows, they will attempt to capture us.” She grabbed Eliesmore’s arm, her fingers digging into flesh. “We have to go.”

      Eliesmore swallowed hard, one glance into her dark eyes revealed her sheer panic and terror. Visions of the torture chambers at the Torsilo Quarts rose before him. He lay his hand on top of hers, turning his head. “Flywinger. We must run.” His words came out calm as he met Skip’s eyes again. She tore herself away, not waiting for an answer as she fled to Flywinger, her brother in her wake.

      “Go, head toward the shores, we have to find your old village, we have to find supplies before we reach the sea.”

      “What are you going to do?” Skip demanded.

      “Aren’t you coming with us?” Bruthen added.

      “Yes, momentarily,” Eliesmore reassured them. “I want a closer look at the city.”

      “I’ll walk with you,” Optimistic glanced from Eliesmore to Flywinger and the siblings, as if he disagreed.

      “No, I’ll be quick,” Eliesmore shook his head.

      “Why?” Optimistic dropped his voice, only letting his words drift to Eliesmore’s eyes.

      Eliesmore met Optimistic’s gaze, torn between the curious feeling, the need to see. He could not explain why he should walk toward a city he knew was so potently evil. “I will not approach the city. I want to see what we are up against, what we will face in the days to come.”

      Optimistic furrowed his brow, saying nothing else.

      “Take Lythe and go, I will catch up shortly.” Eliesmore turned and jogged south, his feet tearing through the meadows as he headed toward the lights. His speed increased as he ran, and it seemed the meadow blurred before him as if he were no longer a mortal, but a creature of the wild, bounding over the hills faster than any mortal could dare run.

      An uneven slope rose, and he came to a halt on the crest. Looking back, he could not see his companions anywhere, and when he put his hand to his chest, his heart thumped like a drum. The revelation crept up on him, something he’d known all along. He was taller, stronger, and faster now. The hidden effects of dissolving the Green Stone were coming to light; an uncanny power rose within him. He needed to find out more about his unique gifts and how to use them. Why were his wise guardians gone? He thought again of Idrithar falling into the mountain of fire, and even as his mind flashed back, he remembered the oddness of the moment. Idrithar had not fallen. He’d jumped. It was so quick, Eliesmore had only noted it briefly and dismissed the impossibility. Now, thinking back, he was sure. Idrithar jumped to his death on purpose. But then there was the horn, perhaps there was a reason Idrithar had jumped. Eliesmore’s breath caught in his throat as he considered. Then perhaps Arldrine had stayed behind, she had not fallen as they had assumed. Eliesmore shuddered, regretting he'd left his companions at Castle Range, although they should not come with him to Daygone.

      He saw Ellagine’s regal face as if she stood before him again. Her words clear and crisp, the shadows in her eyes hidden as she told him. “Go to Daygone.” Questions rose in his mind. There were many things he wanted to speak with her about, to explain further the lore of the world and the knowledge of the Green Stone. She knew much more than she had imparted to him, he was sure of it. With a pang, he wondered why he’d left her at all. A blush of warmth came over his face as indelicate considerations entered his mind. He thought of her as she was in Rashla, tall, regal, wild, yet staying by his side, even as her demeanor was always reserved. He’d tried to break through her walls, yet she would tell him nothing more about herself. It seemed to him that he was lost in a hidden dream when he thought of her.

      As if cast in a vision he heard children laughing, saw golden hair twirling around and the sweetest voice he’d ever heard calling his name. Eliesmore. Eliesmore. Her face flashed before him, and he realized, with a sudden longing, that what he felt for her was not friendship. Nay, it went beyond the confinements of esteem and comfort, it was something else, something deeper. For the first time, he considered his attraction toward her, his desire to know she was out of harm’s way. He was much older now, if not in years, then in knowledge and experience. His level of maturity had changed, perhaps she would see him for who he was now, and not the stubborn child that ran away from her. Visions of her consumed his mind and when he came out of his trance, sweating and blushing, he could not tell how long he’d stood in the same place.

      He looked south. A dread set heavy on Eliesmore’s heart as the city came into view. Above him rose black towers, sharp and wicked, their points like the tip of a needle, winking in an irresistible call for blood. His feet turned back as of their own accord. An unending line of darkness poured into the city, like a black python streaking over the southern lands. “Woísts,” Eliesmore whispered.

      A faint sound, like a meow, came from the west. He tilted his head, his mouth dropping open in alarm as he watched. In the distance, the eleven Rakhai walked. Their dark hair streamed out behind them, and their hands lifted while their mouths moved. Ripples of black light streamed off of them as they moved in a weird dance, their faces pointed toward the Torrents Towers. A shadow of horror crept over Eliesmore and he spun, running in the opposite direction as fumes of darkness streaked toward him.
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      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      She stood in the rose garden watching the green vines curve around the stunted trees. The red flowers opened their petals as her fingers touched them. A black butterfly landed on her arm, and she giggled. She was limber and lanky with his dark hair and her mother’s light eyes. Her pale green skin caught the radiance of light, and her ears quivered at the sound of the burnt red grass parting before his feet. She was his creation, his first pure creation and not a transformation. He did not have to meld her soul and twist it to his desires. She was his.

      She raised her eyebrows when she saw him, her eyes meeting his in respect. “Hello.” She clasped her hands behind her back, swaying back and forth as she studied him. He was glad to see there was no fear in her thoughtful eyes.

      “Do you know who I am?” he came to a standstill at the edges of the garden, his eyes flickering to the crimson bower he’d created. Nature was his domain; he’d always been able to pull life to him and create beauty from his presence. He enjoyed twisting nature to his designs, red grass instead of green, purple skies instead of blue, hints of black instead of green twisting through his gardens.

      She paused her movements, a sudden pang moving through her body as if the lights had gone out. “They didn’t tell me,” she muttered, biting her lower lip. “You must be the Sage.”

      “Who made you think that?”

      “Mother. She said we must come here to see the Wise Sage. She said you would grant our wishes. Are you the Sage?”

      “If I were, what would be your wish?”

      “Is this a test? If it is, I would wish for freedom for my people, the Green People. They are afraid. They have hidden in the forest with a barrier of protection. They are afraid to leave and see the world. They don’t know what they are missing. I need to help them.”

      “Why? Is it not enough that you are curious and willing to travel beyond the wood?”

      “No. It is not enough. The mortals rule the world. It is not right that a lesser people should control the destiny of the world. My people are superior in every way. If we ruled and mortals were below us, we could make the world better. “

      “Better?”

      “We can create a paradise here.”

      He could almost see a combination of colorful thoughts whirling through her head.  “Where is mother? She wanted to come here,” the child asked.

      “She will stay with me for a while. I need her.”

      She nodded as if the words were no surprise to her as if she knew. Sarhorr felt a brief flash of rage. Shalidir. He walked toward the child, holding out a hand. “Let me look at you. Blood of my blood.”

      “Are we related?” she tilted her head upwards.

      “Yes,” he took her hand and led her to the bower. “Tell me, what has your mother taught you. What do you know?”

      “I know many things,” the child began. “I belong in the forests of Shimla with my people, where we sing and dance with the creatures of the wood. One day the Rulers of that land will leave on a journey to the Beyond, and when the time comes, I will be Queen of the Green People. I will guide my people into a new era where the immortals no longer live in hiding, in dread of what the mortals will do to us. We shall rule the world.”

      The words that came out of her mouth were not her words; they were her mother’s words. Sarhorr folded his hands in his lap, a grim smile coming to his face. Blood of his blood. She was his daughter through and through.

      “You do not have to wait to rule the world. If you want to make a change, you must start now. Go home. Take up your rule, and when you are ready, come back here. I will teach you everything you need to know.”

      Her eyes locked on his, a mixture of surprise and confusion. “You are powerful,” she sniffed. “I can smell it.”

      He watched her expression change, the shameless desire for ultimate power. It was time for him to set his plan in motion. It was time to write the book of the Great-Black-Evil. He spoke with her at length, noting her youth yet her unexpected knowledge. When the evening shadows turned the red hues of his garden to blood, he sent her away without another word. Refusing to let her say goodbye to her mother. Then he turned back to his tower and climbed the gray stone stairs, each step sealing the delight in his heart. Secrets fluttered through his mind, and he plucked one as easily as he’d snatch a bud off a blooming flower. His mouth set in a grim line as he strode upwards, it was time to deal with Shalidir.
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      “What’s wrong?” Optimistic whispered later that evening as they regrouped.

      Skip and Bruthen were stretching their legs, sore from the constant riding. Flywinger’s tail swished back and forth as he chewed grass, while Lythe trotted around the perimeter of the group, sniffing the grass as if he were a wolf on the hunt.

      Eliesmore crossed his arms, facing west. The last glow of light hung over the skies like a fading rainbow, the tips of light visible for mere seconds as they disappeared, one by one, like the creatures of the wood leaving the dancing glade. Eliesmore noticed with increasing uneasiness how clear his vision was, despite the darkness dipping over the meadow. “I am concerned,” words tumbled from Eliesmore’s tongue, his thoughts relaxing as he was able to confine in Optimistic. “I saw the Rakhai. They have forsaken their beasts and are walking, strolling through the land.” He scratched his head. “When I saw them, they faced the Torrents Towers. Their hands were raised, and they chanted as if casting a spell across the land. Optimistic, I saw woísts, marching into the city, an unending line. If we have to fight the way we did in the Holesmoles…” he trailed off, the words not coming out he way he desired.

      “If they are leaderless, it will be difficult for them to win. If they have no motive, no cause to rally, we will win the war.” Optimistic prompted. He lifted a leaf of murthweeld to his mouth, chewing methodically.

      “You are right. It’s just… I can’t see the plan. There’s something in the way, and the Rakhai are coming…”

      Eliesmore could not sleep that evening. He sat in the grass, facing west as they made camp, ignoring the easy chatter from Optimistic, Skip and Bruthen. Lythe rubbed up against his back and snuggled down with his head on Eliesmore’s knee. Lifting a hand, Eliesmore rested it on Lythe’s head, a calming sensation passing through his veins as Lythe purred.

      Eliesmore sat still until Lythe drifted to sleep and the lights of the night winked into view. Even as darkness fell, his vision remained clear and pure as if a light glowed ever before him. The sounds of the night filled his ears. He could smell the rich soil, hear the growing grass and see the woodland creatures of the night, weaving in and out of the wheat-like grass. He opened his hands, and green and gold light poured out, drifting upward into the night sky. A thrill rippled through him as he watched, he was becoming powerful. Breathing deeply, he closed his eyes, allowing what was inside of him to grow and mature. There. He felt it. Power. Deep, intense power which shook him to his core. It was nothing like what he felt when he destroyed the Dark Servant; there was something else, something bigger and stronger. For a moment it became visible, and he could see it, swelling up inside of him before it blinked out and he was left with a strong knowledge, too comprehensive to understand. A voice sounded deep within, and he wasn’t sure if it were his voice or some outer being, existing within him. A riot of confusion twirled through his head, and he felt a laugh well up inside of him. Whether it was from mirth or something else, he knew not. A surge of power flooded through him again, and he sat up straighter, keeping watch while his companions drifted into a dreamless sleep.

    

  


  
    Sarhorr
    
  




  

    
      
        
          
            34

          

          

      

    

    


  
    Sarhorr
    
  




  





            Sarhorr

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      Striding up the steps, he uttered the words to release her from his spell. Her eyes flashed as she perceived her freedom, glowering at him. Before she could mutter a reproach, he spoke. “So . . . you are on my side.”

      “I have always been on your side. You were the one who saw fit to send me away from you.”

      “Hush. It is past now. I spoke with our daughter. Blood of our blood. She will walk in our steps. She will open the path before us, leading us to victory. You have done well.”

      She grimaced. “You praise my efforts, yet you never entrusted me enough to disclose who you are. Do you understand what we can attain with your might and power?”

      “I explained enough.” He waved his hand in dismissal as he approached her, taking pleasure in the aura of her indignation. "Oh, ye of little faith why did you not trust me with your name?”

      “Given the way you reacted earlier, I believe it is a moot point. If you had identified me, you would have cast me away.”

      “Perhaps. This makes vengeance all the sweeter. Tell me, do your parents still live? Do they know?”

      Her eyes were cold as she froze. She did not want him to know. There were still secrets she held from him.

      “Ah.” He spoke after a beat, allowing her space to answer. “Stay with me. Our daughter will travel back to the thickets whence she came. When she is ready, she will return. She has learned from you. When she comes back, she will study with me.”

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      He strode toward her, his movements as exquisite as the birds that flew from his tower. If she desired, he presumed she could fly away like those winged beasts. He shook his finger at her. “That is not the question. You should ask what you will do for me.”

      She raised her chin in arrogance. “I am not your servant.”

      “No?” He relished playing with her. “There is no servitude between you and me. You are going to Castle Range, and you will steal the Phutal from my brother and sister.”

      Her eyes grew large. “The Phutal?”

      “Consider. You know what it is. Your knowledge reaches deep. Think.”

      Her eyes fell, examining the stone floor for answers. A hand quivered as it came up as if warding him off. “I know what it is. I assumed they were all destroyed.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “You were concerned with the Green Stone; you did not study all sides of the equation.”

      “What are you going to do with the power to teleport between worlds? You have previously sought to open portals into worlds and look what transpired.”

      “I succeed,” he clenched his fists, despising the reminder of what happened in the Western World. “I called all kinds of dark creatures to wreak destruction on the Western World, and I prevailed. Do not challenge me. Nay, do not mock me with your words.”

      “Please,” she twisted her hands in front of her, a gesture he suspected their daughter had picked up from her. “Our intention was never to destroy the world. If the dark creatures come forth, the mortals will not have a chance.”

      He locked eyes with her. “The mortals never had a chance.”

      "If I refuse?"

      "No one ever refuses me."

      He seized her in his arms, one hand coming up to graze her cheek. She leaned into his caress torn between desire and propriety. "Did you take a mate when you were away from me?"

      Her face flushed with the accusation. She lifted a hand to touch his face. “You know better than to ask such a question.” Her voice became gentle as she leaned into him. “As great and terrible as you are, there is no one like you.”

      Lifting her hair, he ran his fingers through it, threading bunches of it through his hands before he yanked her, tugging her by her fine threads and spinning her away from him. Gasping in surprise one of her pale green hands flew to her head to fight him away. He batted her hand away, growling behind his teeth as he clasped his free arm around her waist, pulling her firmly against his body. Using her hair as a leash, he pulled her head back until she arched her back, her light eyes rolling upward to look at him.

      “You are hurting me, let me go,” she cried.

      Ignoring her request, he shoved her against the stone wall, letting go of her hair to move her hands up above her head, trapping them with one of his. Writhing she attempted to escape, even as he slapped her bottom. One slow ringing slap after the other, listening to the echoes across the chamber.

      “One day,” his voice grew deep with his arousal as he growled into her ear. “One day you shall worship me, as the stars do. You will show your respect for me.”

      She twitched once more before giving in, relaxing under his grasp. “I have done nothing but adore you,” she objected, tilting her head, attempting to catch his eyes again.

      Slacking his hold, he leaned his face down toward the nape of her neck, inhaling. Before he could react, she spun, fingers out as she ripped his shirt down the front, her sharp nails ranking across his body. He roared, tossing the shredded shirt away. She darted just out of reach as he bellowed, unable to resist. Leaping after her, his hands caught the back of her dress and ripped, almost choking her before the silk came apart in his hands, displaying the fine lines of her green back.

      The dress collapsed around her feet, and she kicked it aside, brazenly showing off her round navel and curvaceous hips. She walked toward him, tossing her hair over one shoulder, her eyes traveling across his muscular physique. His breath came rapidly as she stared up at him, throwing her hands around his shoulders. In one movement she captured his lips with hers, her kiss hard and insistent, drawing him to the brink of sanity. One of her legs came up, twisting around his as she moved over his length, moans escaping from the back of her throat. Discarding his pants between breaths, he pulled her down to the cold stone floor with him, turned her over and took her again and again as if his lust would never be sated.
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      Days later, Eliesmore and his companions fell silent as they walked through the gates of what seemed to be a dead wood. Thick, gnarly branches twisted into short and stunted shapes, creating faces that lined a dusty path. Dead leaves crackled underfoot, helping them keep their footing against the slick pine needles that sought to trip them up. Eliesmore held his face up, listening for the friendly wind which seemed to always be at their backs, yet there was nothing. A sixth sense itched, telling him something was wrong. Glancing back at his friends, Eliesmore noted Flywinger and Lythe trotting in the back as if nothing were wrong, while Skip and Bruthen marched behind Eliesmore and Optimistic, their eyes wide with eager expectation. Turing back to face the front, Eliesmore continued to lead them onward.

      The trees held out their bare brown branches as if they did not want to carry them anymore. Eliesmore imagined, if they had been people, they would have walked hunched backed with shoulders sagging toward the ground, unwilling to stand tall and fight another day. A mix of sadness and anger permeated the air, and an angry shout came. Eliesmore.

      He paused, his fingers dancing to his sword hilt as his eyes narrowed. Why should the Rakhai come bother him and his friends? He was tired of being chased, tired of his friend being wounded, tired of the journey ripping them apart. Why should he run? Why should he hide? He was the One.

      “Eliesmore?” Optimistic asked.

      Eliesmore blinked, clearing the maddening glaze out of his eyes as Optimistic, Skip and Bruthen stared at him. “Listen,” Eliesmore pulled his sword out of its sheath. “There is a Monrage out there, following us. I will confront the Monrage. Don’t try to stop me.”

      “At least let me come with you,” Optimistic offered.

      “No,” Eliesmore shook his head, even though he’d never fought a Monrage without a power keeper nearby. “Optimistic, this is my battle. Our lives are at risk, run on, out of danger. I will rejoin you when I can.”

      Optimistic opened his mouth to argue. Instead, his face turned pale and his hand dropped to his old wound, where a Monrage had stabbed him months before. Skip and Bruthen stood to the side without a word although he could see the terror written on their faces. Flywinger nodded his head in encouragement while Lythe whimpered, not understanding what was about to happen.

      Eliesmore walked down the brown path, curving back toward open meadows. Terror and fear were emotions of a past life, he moved with a certain determination until his feet picked up and he was running. He held his sword in both hands as he dashed forward. He was strong. He was the One. He was born for a purpose, to defeat evil, to restore balance to the Four Worlds. He had to finish what he started.

      The forest seemed to close in around him as he moved, and a vague fog rose from the ground. He heard a voice chanting in the Valikai Dialect. You will fail. You will fall. The power doth belong to us.

      He slowed down to a walk as he listened, the voice echoing around him. He came to a stop, standing still he listened to the voice, absorbing the disgust, the hate and the disgruntled pain which flowed from it. As he listened, he recognized his sword would not be enough. Unlike his fight with the Dark Servant, it wasn’t solely based on his ability to wield the sword. He shuddered, attempting to block out the words. Throwing back his head he sought the sky and through the fog he saw the Green Light, winking at him as it hung in the heavens. Relief swept over him and involuntarily he lifted a hand, feeling for the Light of Shalidir. The emerald in the center of the jewel shone out, and for brief moments he felt a deep kinship with the immortals of the Shimla. The encouragement was all he needed. Placing his free hand on his sword hilt again, he took a step, his feet crunching the ground beneath him. When he looked up, she was there.

      She was not close enough to strike him with her sword, yet near enough that he could see the details of her physical appearance. She stood six and a half feet tall with her long transparent hair trailing down her back. It rippled in waves like water, taking on the shadows of the forest. Her dark eyes were narrow as she watched him, expression void on her wasted face. The glimmer of small white horns on her head caught his eye. She raised her hands, crossing them in front of her chest, displaying the two blades she carried. One seemed to be an ordinary sword, the other was a black-light-sword, with red-eyed black horses running across the steel. A brief scream of agony flashed through the air; a sound Eliesmore thought originated from the black-light-sword.

      I will serve no longer. Your power belongs to me.

      No. He countered, not noticing he replied without opening his mouth. The power of the Green Stone will save this world. You and your kind must be destroyed.

      You understand nothing. Fool. They are using you.

      He did not understand her meaning, nor did he wish to. Lifting his sword, he ran toward her. She swung both of her blades outward, leaving her body vulnerable as he raced toward her. He leaped, swinging his sword as she ducked out of the way and slapped his back with the flat side of her sword. Her foot came up, kicking him into the ground. He rolled over, spitting out dust as he regained his footing, turning to face her again.

      She clicked her tongue behind her teeth as she moved forward, swinging both blades toward his neck. He brought his sword up, and a clang rang through the air. He saw glimmers of green light spring forth, a reminder of his power. Taking a deep breath, he allowed the light to flow through him as he swung toward her midsection. She bent forward, narrowly missing his blow. A whoosh of air blew between them as she spun, one blade aimed for his head, while the other spun dangerously close to his waist. Eliesmore ducked and backed away, kicking out a foot to trip her up as he prepared for her next onslaught.

      Her lip curled back in laughter as she moved forward, twirling her blades. The time for games is over. If you want to fight. Fight.

      Eliesmore paused his onslaught, stepping backward to assess her anew. You are the one who stabbed me.

      She flared her nostrils at him and dropped her hands to her side. Her blades pointed down, winking in the dim light. Cocking her head to one side she studied him, a red flash glowing in her sinister eyes. A low hum vibrated through the wood as a black crown grew on her head. Giving herself a running start, the Monrage dashed toward Eliesmore, leaping, swords out, as she reached him. Eliesmore lifted his sword, knocking away her blades as her foot slammed into his jaw. His head rocked back as his hands came up, protecting his head from the onslaught as the Monrage growled. Spinning, she kicked Eliesmore’s feet out from under him. He landed hard on his back, the breath knocked out of him. He brought up his sword, but he was already too late, the Monrage stood over him, her eyes glowing red as black light poured out of her crown and drilled into his body. A yell of rage erupted from his throat as he rolled over, fleeing from the light. Dropping his sword, he brought his hands up across his body, causing a ripple of green light to surge from his hands. A bolt struck the Monrage, and she backed away, hissing. Eliesmore took advantage of the lapse to snatch up his sword. He bounded up, his body sore from the impact of her darkness. Swinging with one hand he ran toward her, his face contorted in fury as he brandished his sword. Jewels glided through the air as they struck tree branches, the Monrage twirling out of the way. Cartwheeling through the air she crouched on the ground, snatching up her sword again and waiting. The smell of burnt leaves waffled in the air as Eliesmore turned, moving too quickly to stop. He swung for her neck. She blocked it with both swords, drawing back for a rebuttal before swinging toward his head, his side and his feet, the blades moving so quickly Eliesmore could only guess where her next strike would land. They twirled through the trees, ducking the whittled branches, dodging from brambles, leaping over underbrush as they fought.

      Rage. It was all Eliesmore felt as his feet moved. There were no thoughts, no reasoning, only the rage that struck him, making his movements faster, better, showing his strength as he kept up with the Monrage and began to surpass her. Instead of backing away he moved forward, pressing his attack, forcing the Monrage to lose her footing and back away. She snarled yet hints of fear never touched her wasted face. Her crown shrank and grew, black light hurling itself from every strike, yet Eliesmore leaped forward in a bold rage, sure of his attack, confident in his win.

      At last the Monrage stepped back, throwing herself out of reach from his sword. Her arms fell to her side and Eliesmore narrowed his eyes as his chest heaved. Sweat rolled down his forehead, and his shirt was wet from the effort he’d extended in battling the Monrage. He expected her surrender. Instead, a smirk came over her lips. Her cheeks pulled back, baring her teeth in what would have amusement on any other’s face. Yet on hers, it sent a deathly chill through Eliesmore’s body. You think highly of yourself, young hero. You will have to do better, much better if you desire to beat my father.

      Your father? A slow niggling crept through Eliesmore’s mind. Father.

      Sheathing one of her swords she waved a hand in dismissal. Your failure is imminent. Go to Daygone. Go to your ruin.

      Heat flowed through Eliesmore’s body, he squeezed his fists and gritted his teeth as the light intensified, building into something bigger. With his mind’s eye, he watched it grow until it was a ball of fury. Opening his hand, he let go, and it hurled out of him, shaking the ground with the intensity of his will. As the stream of flight hurled toward the Monrage, she tilted back her head and spread open her arms, accepting her fate. In the few seconds she had left she hurled her black-light-sword, and as the light consumed her, the sword sank into Eliesmore’s shoulder. His rage turned into a scream of agony and he fell to his knees as the light consumed the Monrage. Body and soul.

      Eliesmore tore the blade from his shoulder, a growl escaping from his throat as he reeled against the pain. A warm stream of blood ran down his shoulders, soaking his shirt through to his tunic. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he stumbled over to where the Monrage lay burning and drove the Jeweled Sword through her heart. A nauseating pain swept over him. Somewhere, deep below the ground, he thought he heard a deep, evil laugh, strong enough to send goosebumps down his arms, although he was sweating from exhaustion and pain. He limped away from the battle, fighting to keep consciousness when a word came to him, as clearly as if someone had whispered it in his ear. Hítherald.
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      A cool wind woke Eliesmore, stirring him from the depths of dreamless sleep. Fingers tugged at his cloak, but when he opened his eyes, no one lay beside him. Skip and Bruthen lay curled up, back to back, fists clenched tightly as if ready to spring into action the moment they awoke. Eliesmore felt a momentary sorrow for them, lost in the world of dreams where sleep was their only peace. He hoped their nightmares were gone, and when they woke, they’d remember they were safe. For now.

      Optimistic met his gaze, a hand resting on Lythe’s back. Earlier that evening, Eliesmore had appeared before his companions, soaked in blood. The word in Iaen closed the wound, all the same, he had few words to say to them, other than. “It’s done.”

      Now Eliesmore rose, putting a finger to his lips. “I will scout ahead,” he whispered, even though there was no need. He desired time alone while invisible fingers continued to tug at him. Turning, he tiptoed over the dead leaves, the strong odor of cedar wood pulling him onwards while once again he felt as if he were being lead forward by some hidden force. A faint reminder of the call of the Iaen touched his mind, bringing a bittersweet nostalgia before it faded away in entirety. Pausing, Eliesmore leaned against a wide nut-brown tree trunk, hardly daring to breathe. Unsure of what he waited for, his eyes flittered across the forest floor, noting the bright yellow leaves mixed with the decaying rot of a death. The wind blew back and forth, collecting leaves and whirling them together into mini cyclones. As Eliesmore observed he noticed the wind seemed denser to him. At times, he thought he saw something more than the wind, but no, it was only his imagination. The wind was only a gust of air.

      He closed his eyes, sinking into his thoughts as a chatting flowed through the air. His eyes popped open as a swirl of brown leaves rose. They twirled like a dancer during his nights of dancing with the Iaen, wild and out of control, drunk on the strange elixir of light. The leaves rose higher into the air like a funnel, spinning into a frenzy as they rose three, four, five feet in the air before rising to six. A rush of excitement thrummed through Eliesmore’s body until the leaves froze midway and dropped to the forest floor as effortlessly as someone tossing them away. In their place rose an astonishing creature. The being stood at least six feet tall, and as she turned, Eliesmore saw she was a lady. Her light brown skin glowed in the dim forest light as she faced Eliesmore. He knew, without a doubt, he looked upon the wind-lady. At first thought, she reminded him of the Iaen, yet as he took in her appearance, he realized she was nothing like the mythical beings he used to sing and dance with in the wild woods of Shimla. The wind-lady’s round cheeks curved up in a smile. “I have returned,” her voice crept through the air. Eliesmore felt as if a lover had snuck to his side, whispering enduring words into his ear.

      His mouth hung open as he observed her, noting her voluminous curves, and the way her blue and white dress offered him a full view of her smooth legs while hugging the curves of her hips and chests. The material of her gown responded to a hidden breeze, covering her form for moments, giving her brief hits of modesty before revealing her natural beauty again. Her hair streamed out, dancing on the ends of a breeze as she walked toward Eliesmore, leaves stirring and rustling under her bare feet. “Long have I been gone from this world, but the Lady of the Green People bade me return and follow you, as long as you are in the west, playing in my meadows.”

      “Aye, you have been the wind following us,” Eliesmore exclaimed, realization dawning on him. He watched her dark eyes and round face, her lips were full, and her long fingers danced as she spoke as if playing an unseen stringed instrument.

      “Aye, you speak the truth. I have come to express my gratitude for your service and curing my meadows from the scourge of the Rakhai, those creatures of darkness. You have entered the forest, a realm not of my domain. At the end of the forest, you shall reach the Jaded Sea.”

      “I know,” Eliesmore replied, “and I thank you for following me.” He felt unsure about the wind-lady keeping watch over him; she seemed quite young although, like the Iaen he was sure her age was indefinite. “Where do you come from? I have never heard the tale of the wind-lady.”

      Dark eyes considered him, and as her gaze meet his, he realized she was much older than he’d anticipated. “You are thinking of the Iaen, those glorious immortals you love.” She cocked her head at him. “You are disappointed I am nothing like them.”

      “N-noo,” Eliesmore stuttered, his face turning warm. “Only, you mentioned the Lady of the Green People sent you.”

      “Yes,” the wind-lady whispered. “None can compare to her beauty, yet I am nothing like them. My father was a Cron, Locklen, they called him. I come from the Western World through portals, although the Monoxie meadows have always been mine.”

      “I don’t understand,” Eliesmore admitted.

      “Nor should you, not all things in this world should be understood. There are mysteries far and wide; you should let them be, lest you destroy your mind. To be all powerful, all knowledgeable is not a desire mortals should have.” Lifting a finger, she pointed at him, gasping in surprise. “You are a blended one yet you are not like them, you are one like my father’s brother, one who is gifted.”

      “Gifted. I suppose,” Eliesmore mused, not following the cryptic conversation. “I am the One. I have dissolved the Green Stone. I carry the Jeweled Sword.”

      “Aye, this I know,” leaves stirred around the wind-lady’s feet. “I came to grant you a gift in exchange for a favor. Should you return to these meadows, grant me a boon and bring me a mortal worthy of these meadows.”

      “It is not up to me to grant you what you desire,” Eliesmore admitted. “I will do my best since you have guarded my passage through your lands. What do you offer me?”

      “You have honored my meadows with your passing, now, let me guide your journey across the Jaded Sea. My winds will steer your passage, opening the paths of the sea before you, speeding your journey back east.”

      Eliesmore watched her calmly explaining. “Why?” the words dropped like a stone from his lips.

      A flash appeared across her face, a mix between displeasure and a foreign emotion. Her voice did not change as she uttered the next words. “The Lady of the Green bade me come to your aid. One does not take lightly the words of the Green People.” There was something else, Eliesmore was sure of it as the wind-lady spun, lifting her hands, her form wavering as the wind rose. Her words ceased, and Eliesmore was certain she was hiding her true opinion from him. “I give you the blessing of the wind, may your road open before ye and all of nature bow in your presence.”

      Eliesmore bowed his head, accepting her blessing. When he lifted his eyes to hers again, she had disappeared, and nothing but a slight stirring of leaves told him she had been there at all. He took a step forward, lifting his face upwards, searching for any sign up her. The air was still and silent.

      “Your name.” He whispered. “You did not give me a name.”

      Two hands appeared from behind a tree trunk, and he saw her long tangled hair as her face peeked out. “Never give a name. To know a name is to hold power over someone. When you reach the shore and find a ship, I will guide your way to the Eastern Hill Countries. Until then, Eliesmore.”

      She dropped his name like a stone as she flittered away, this time a rush of leaves rose to follow her, threading their way through the thick trees and out of sight. A pang struck Eliesmore’s heart as he stood in the wood, and one name rose to his lips. He whispered it, wondering why he wished she would appear before him. “Ellagine.”
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      “I saw Eliesmore standing in a tower,” Zhane explained as he and Idrithar sat in the grass. Hiding. Before them stretched an unending army of woísts. Idrithar watched them travel north, splitting off east and west in certain areas. It was an army to shake the hearts of the people groups, a force to reckon with. Fear was a foreign emotion to him; he only felt frustration, and sometimes hints of anger.

      “Go on,” he grunted.

      “He was furious. I could see rage pouring out of him. The quest went wrong.”

      “Because he was angry?”

      Zhane narrowed his eyes, facing Idrithar. “The emotions were strong, potent. I could sense the darkness, the anger roaring over me.”

      “You understand, visions of the future aren't fixed, they can be changed.”

      “Yes, which is why we are running. If we reach Daygone before Eliesmore, we can warn him.”

      Idrithar pursed his lips. “How do you propose we warn him? If we make him aware of this, we could force his hand, causing the vision to come true.”

      “And if we don’t warn him, we could allow the vision to happen,” Zhane’s voice came out clipped and hard.

      “What will happen, will happen,” Idrithar countered. “Regardless, we have to keep moving. The woísts continue to march, we have to go through them or around them.”

      Idrithar trailed off, feeling no motivation to keep moving. Zhane glanced at him and turned his dark head back to study the woísts.

      After a few moments, Zhane spoke again. “We should consider our next plan of action after the three deeds are complete. The South World will descend into chaos as the people groups discover their new-found freedom. It’s been well over a hundred years. We need to teach them how to behave, how to live and how to accept freedom from tannery.”

      “You share a concern of mine. Without the pressure and fear of the Changers and the Black Steeds, what will the people groups do? Are they more inclined toward good or evil? There is another, more concerning matter I haven’t discussed with you.”

      Zhane raised his eyebrows and folded his arms across his chest. “We haven’t discussed before? This is alarming news; please share.”

      Idrithar stroked his beard for a moment before continuing. “I have reason to believe the Rakhai, under orders of the Changers, have killed off almost everyone who was alive during the time of Magdela the Monrage. Although we have been discreet in our travels, word spreads and the rumors are far-flung. There is a reason the young live while the elders are slain.”

      Zhane nodded, his eyes dark as he considered Idrithar’s words. “The Black Steeds have always seen fit to massacre White Steeds, do you believe you’re focusing on the elders? Why would they be targeted?”

      “Zhane, think of all the White Steeds you know now. Think of your past life in the mountains, with your clan. How old were the elders? Was there anyone alive older than I?”

      “Yes,” Zhane spoke quickly even as his brows furrowed. “I am sure of it, there were many older than myself…” his voice trailed off as he spun, turning his entire body to face Idrithar. “One by one, they were killed or died. I know some were still alive before I left but that was many years ago. The burdens of this world are too heavy to carry; sometimes death seems a worthy escape.”

      Idrithar sniffed. “What dark secrets were told in the time of Magdela the Monrage? What truths and untruths were spread throughout the people groups? What do the elders know that no one is supposed to know?”

      “Idrithar. Your speculations are dangerous. It is possible that there is truth to what you say, but we cannot fix what we don’t know. All we can do is move forward, complete the three deeds and teach the people groups how to live in harmony with each other as we bring peace to the South World. I understand that you are one of the Wise Ones. You are a Seeker. Unanswered questions will continue to rise before you. We were concerned about the Rakhai, and look, we succeeded. The Green Stone has been dissolved. Perhaps there is a reason the elders are dead; perhaps it is nothing. We should run while we can, and fight what is tangible, instead of this hidden knowledge you bring up over and over again.”

      “Aye,” Idrithar wagged his head. “My friend, your words make sense, but I am concerned. If we don’t ask the tough questions, what has happened before will happen again. History is doomed to repeat itself. If I can search the wisdom of the world and find knowledge that will halt the progression of darkness, I would do so. I am not saying we shouldn’t take action, nay, I am warning you. We are walking a dangerous path, and we are not aware of all the nuances in our way. Knowledge is what will save us, strength and knowledge. If we are wise, if we ask the right questions, it will keep us from making false assumptions and falling into folly. I cannot help but consider whether we mortals stand a chance, or if the Changers are toying with us. How do we know?”

      Zhane drew his sword and pointed it west. “We will go find out. I see the towers in the distance, they twinkle. We are nearing the sea, let’s take our chances and run.”
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      Arldrine stood on the slope of a mountain peak while the wind rushed around her. The dull roar of life blew through the evergreen treetops, shaking pine needles in its wake, tossing them unceremoniously into the cracks of the sharp rocks. Her journey across the seven rivers had taken much longer than expected. Yet afterward, Goldwind rushed her to the peaks where they entered the lower mountain ranges. The air was queer up there in the mountains, cold, crisp, and odd. Arldrine felt as if she were intruding on sacred ground, and each rustle of underbrush, crack of a branch, or scatter of rocks rolling down the mountainside made her want to scurry into a hiding place. The inhabitants of the mountain were close, she was sure of it. Yet what was watching her was unknown. She dismounted, walking up the slope, although her foot throbbed with a dull pain, less painful, more annoying, like a dull ache. Above her rose fog and she could see only the trees, digging their roots into the rock, searching for water. If she continued upward, eventually she’d come to a place where she’d have to climb and leave Goldwind behind. She pushed the nagging thought out of her head, consulting her mind for knowledge regarding the Cascade Mountains.

      A low growl, echoing off the stones, made her jump. Glancing back to Goldwind she held a finger to her lips, cautioning against further movement. For a moment she wished she had gone with Yamier and Wekin, down the river, instead of treading deeper into enemy territory. There was one question which continued to invade her thoughts. What did the white motes mean? Why did they only appear when she touched Zhane? What gift had been given to her? Her moments with Zhane were far too brief, and her fingers tingled as she considered the day when the opportunity would grant her the good fortune to spend time with the tall Tider from the west.

      Another howl shook her out of her musing, and she paused, perceiving a hollow point between two trees, a shallow cave for her to take shelter. Turning back to meet Goldwind’s eyes, she pointed. When she turned back, two eyes stared back at her and before she could react a weapon came hurling out of the blackness, and a sudden pain struck her head. She faltered, reaching out a hand to keep herself upright as pain seized her. Darkness blasted across her vision, shutting out the light. She reached for an arrow, biting her tongue to keep herself conscious but it was already too late. She wavered and collapsed. Goldwind’s scream of terror was the last sound she heard as curses flew through her mind, and the darkness took over.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Arldrine woke in darkness. Opening her eyes, she noted the blackness, realizing she must be blindfolded. Her wrists were tied tightly behind her back, and her head throbbed. She was upright, which made her assume she was tied to a structure. Using the only sense she had left, she strained her ears, hoping to hear something useful. Voices murmured around her in a crude tongue. Words, rough, and unfamiliar whispered through the air. Arldrine felt her heart rate increase, thudding against her chest in a way that made her feel nauseous. Her hands trembled as she twisted her wrists, hoping to wear down the knots and free herself. It was difficult to keep an Ezinck in captivity because her people group were known for their astounding strength. A rustling sound made her pause, and a wind of movement swept over her face.

      “Call Dyinka,” a voice whispered. “The prisoner is awake.”

      Arldrine froze.

      A few moments later, she heard the gentle pad of footsteps, like the slunk of a wildcat as it neared her. Nostrils sniffed at her as rough hands grabbed her arms, removing her from the structure she was tied to. Although her hands were bound behind her, she attempted to move her feet as they dragged her forward. A sickening hum of silence invaded her ears as they brought her to a halt and, without ceremony, ripped off the blindfold.

      Arldrine blinked in discomfort as daylight streamed into her eyes. Tears threatened to drip down her face, yet she held her head high, taking deep, long breaths to calm her heartbeat. She would not panic in front of this tribe, this clan that claimed her. She would make the White Steeds proud, come what may.

      As her vision became used to the light, she saw broad evergreens towering above her, yet it seemed she was in an opening, with trees and craggy rocks rising on all sides, like the bowels of the mountains. She gasped as her eyes took in the people standing before her, they ranged in size, yet they stood before her, grim faces, smudged with grime. Each held a stick or staff in one hand, expressionless faces turned toward Arldrine, watching, waiting. What made her gasp in surprise, forgetting the fear of the unknown, and the question of what they would do to her, were the people standing before her.  They were Ezincks, dark-skinned with shiny black hair and taunt muscles from roaming up and down the mountainside. Speech abandoned her as she stared, an avalanche of emotions hurled through her mind, like stones rolling down the mountain.

      “You seem surprised,” a flat voice intoned.

      Arldrine turned her head, her eyes meeting those of a tall female Tider. The female’s arms were bare; her hair pulled back in a loose braid. Her mouth turned down in a permanent frown as she glared at Arldrine.

      “I thought the Ezincks were gone…” she trailed off as she turned her head from the Tider back to the grim line of Ezincks. Now she could see Tiders mixed in with the Ezincks and on second glance she saw they were all female. They ranged in shape and size with bare arms and pelts of fur hanging from their shoulders. Some had bellies that hung out while others wore sheer materials around their waists. It was their eyes that caught her attention. They looked hollowed as if they had seen too much pain, and no hope was left.

      “Why are you here?” the Tider’s demanding tone shattered her thoughts.

      Arldrine opened her mouth, unsure of what to say, or how to explain her presence. Her people were alive, thriving in the Cascade Mountains. A swift pain shot through her body as if someone had slid a knife into her side. Betrayal swept over her. They had been here all this time and left her to rot in the forests of Truemonix, their true home. They had fled across the sea to hide in the far-reaching mysteries of the mountains. Suddenly, being their prisoner seemed like the last blow. As if they had trampled her underfoot, and this was the final trial. They wanted nothing to do with her. They had forgotten her, forsaken her, and continued their loyal tribe together. It burst through her mind as everything she’d fought for, the reason she left the fortress time and time again, the reason she was in the mountains, was because of them. All of this time, she’d been searching for them. Now they were before her, the answer to her heart’s cry, and they treated her as if she were the enemy. It was all a bitter betrayal. Emotion whelmed up in her so strong she bit her tongue, yanking on her restrains as she attempted to move forward. How dare they leave her in her misery, alone to fend for herself while they grew their numbers in secret. How dare they. Her next words did not come out as gentle and understanding as she intended. They came out hard and haughty as she glared at them. “I came to look for you and to search for mankind.”

      The Tider snorted, twirling a short ax in one hand. The edge glinted sharply in the fading light as she held her blade in both hands again, facing Arldrine as she propped up a foot on a rock. Her legs were bare, yet her feet were shod in what looked like a golden boot, created out of metal and welded to her feet. It climbed up her calves while the ends were sharp as if she used them for kicking and slicing opening her opponent. “Mankind does not exist. If you do not wish to tell us why you are here,” she shrugged, “we will send you to the Therian. They will be happy to rip your flesh from your bones and leave our tribe alone for a few more weeks.”

      Arldrine glared at the Tider, nostrils flaring. “You would give one of your own kind to the Therian?”

      “You are not one of our kind,” the Tider examined her fingernails for a moment as if Arldrine were not worthy of attention. “You were trespassing on our land. You and your steed would have awakened the Therian. We captured you before they could. It is better to bargain with them than risk war. Your coming put our tribe in danger.” She pointed her blade at Arldrine. “You are going to explain why you are here, or we will turn you over to them, as a peace offering.”

      Arldrine narrowed her eyes, bringing her shoulders up. Fury poured out of her as words filled the air. How dare her people not recognize her. How dare they threaten her. “My name is Arldrine of the forests of Truemonix. I traveled with the One who dissolved the Green Stone. I fought the Rakhai. I saw the woísts stream out of the Holesmoles. They are coming for all people who live in the South World. Soon the west will be taken, and we are in need of an army, a great army to fight against the power of darkness. I took a risk, I came to the mountains seeking mankind, to ask if they would fight with me. I have found more than I have hoped for. You, the Ezincks, are my lost people. I come in peace and harmony, and you face me with threats and death. This is what is wrong with this world; this is the reason why we live in dissension and disharmony. If you cannot even recognize one of your own, what good is it to save you, to save the people groups of the world? I came with a request for help, but I see the tables have turned. It is you who need my help, not I.”

      The Tider turned her back on Arldrine, addressing the stoic faces before her. “You heard the Ezinck. She has come to save us,” the Tider’s harsh laughter ripped through the air and Arldrine recoiled as if she’d been slapped. “She is young and proud, she believes she can teach us, yet she knows nothing about us. I say we turn her over to the Therian, let them have their way with her. Let them teach her.”

      Mumbled words hummed through the air as Arldrine realized they were sealing her doom. She tugged harder as the Ezincks and Tiders stood to attention. One by one they raised their hands and nodded their heads, agreeing with their leader.

      “Wait,” Arldrine pleaded as they came up to her. “You have taken my bow. You have taken my horse, Goldwind. Please, I will leave these mountains and never return.”

      “It’s too late for that,” the female Tider eyed her. “You came into our house and spat on all we hold sacred. You have no respect. I condemn you to a lifetime of service, to the Therian.”
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      Wekin lay in the bottom of the boat, his new sword by his side. A white oar lay across his chest, and he strummed it like a fiddle. Yamier perched near the front of the boat with his back to Wekin. “This is good,” Wekin hummed. “Much better than running across the country with Idrithar and Zhane. I wish Arldrine had stayed though.”

      “She should have come with us,” Yamier threw the words over his shoulder, shading his eyes against the sunlight.

      Wekin wrinkled his nose. “What do you suppose she’s doing? Is she going back to the fortress?”

      “She always does whatever she wants,” Yamier turned around, resting his arms on the side of the boat and peering down into the water. “It’s slightly unfair. How come she gets to all the adventure she wants without consequence, and when we try to do something, we get Idrithar yelling at us?”

      Wekin chortled. “Idrithar is too serious, so is Zhane. They need to appreciate the adventure in life; they are always going on and on about the Black Steeds and the White Steeds and how everyone is going to die.”

      Yamier raised a finger in imitation of Idrithar. “We are going to die, unless we fight. No bacon. Not now. Not ever.”

      Wekin brayed with laughter. “His life would be better if he embraced the power of bacon. Speaking of… Yamier.” Wekin sat up, dropping the oar in the bottom of the boat. “I wager we can find a pound of bacon in the west.”

      “What? No,” Yamier shook his head. “We might be hunters, but the west is swarming with woísts. You heard what Idrithar said.”

      “Yamier, it’s not like you to disagree with me,” Wekin grinned, raising his eyebrows. “Oh, are you afraid? Are you worried about danger?”

      “No,” Yamier scowled. “I think it would be wise to move down the current a bit further before going ashore to hunt.”

      “Wise,” Wekin turned up his nose. “Yuck, now you are going to be the boring one who stops us from having an adventure.”

      “No,” Yamier shook his head. “This entire trip down the river was my idea. I’m the Captain of this boat; I decide when we stop and when we go. I say it’s too dangerous to stop now. We will try again in one day.”

      Wekin crossed his arms, frowning. “It’s been five days. I don’t know how much longer I can eat this stinking fish, and dried meat, I need substance. I need food.”

      “And food you will get,” Yamier returned, “when I say so!” He sat up straight, glaring at Wekin.

      A ripple of tension hung in the air as the two cousins glared at each other. Wekin raised an eyebrow before bursting into laughter, and Yamier joined him, thumping his knees as they laughed.

      Wekin fell back, crossing his legs over the edge and tucking his hands behind his head, elbows up. “Do you suppose we’ll run into sea monsters, like in the tales of old?”

      “Monsters?” Yamier trailed his fingers through the water, shaking them off and holding a finger up to the wind.

      “Actimics, Under Water World People, Sea Serpents… what are you doing?”

      “Following the wind,” Yamier explained. “If we had sails we’d move along much faster. I’ve never heard of any sea monsters around these parts, at least. I don’t think they live in the Jaded Sea. Besides, they shouldn’t be called sea monsters. They live in Oceantic, in the deep waters that have yet to be explored.”

      “Ah. What about the legends of Under Water World People? The Udi? When the balance of power is restored, do you think they’ll return to the South World?”

      “The Udi? What do you know Wekin?”

      Wekin shrugged. “I’m just trying to amuse myself with stories. Yamier, look.” He pointed toward the shore. “It’s just wild grass. We can build a fire, and you can cook, something warm and delicious. We can sleep with our bellies full, safely in the water. What do you say?”

      Yamier eyed the shore. “I want to hunt. What do you suppose lives out here in the wildlands? We should have asked Idrithar and Zhane before they ran off.”

      Wekin sat up. An odd glitter coming to his eyes. “What do you say Yamier? Shall we hunt?”

      Yamier grinned, turning to face Wekin as he snatched up his oar. “Aye, when night comes we shall hunt.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Midnight hour found Yamier and Wekin relaxing in the wild prairie grass. A fire smoldered on a bare patch of ground. Wekin sat cross-legged, rubbing his hands over the fire and inhaling just as much smoke as air. Yamier attempted to hide the flame, but the yellow light shone forth nonetheless. Although the smoke flittered away, invisible in the night. Hunting had been a poor sport, they found a lame rabbit and ate it, using the fur as firewood. Wekin glowered at the glowing embers, his stomach rumbling from lack of food as he glanced across the fire at Yamier. “We should hunt further inland. Perhaps wild game is frightened off by the current.”

      Yamier gnawed on a bone. His lips pulled downward in disappointment. “It’s doubtful. If I were a wild animal of the prairie, I’d stay close to a source of water. Nay, they seem to have run off, disappeared.”

      Wekin stared out into the darkness, a chill passing over him. He shuddered. “We should return to the boat and sail onward. I don’t like the idea of being out here in the dark and cold. I feel like something is watching my back.”

      “You feel it too,” Yamier grunted, although his voice came out thin and high.

      Wekin stood, putting a finger to his lips although Yamier was not speaking. He turned his face upwards, allowing the chilled fingers of the wind to touch his face, like an icicle during winter’s freeze. His blue eyes drifted over the quiet prairie as an uneasy feeling crept down his spine. Goosebumps stood out on his arms and he swallowed hard, unsure what he was faced with. For mere moments he wished himself back at the fortress, yet the heartbeat of adventure would not let him complete the thought. The Green Light winked in the distance, yet giving way to the silver glow of a hesitant moon.

      “It’s quiet,” Yamier’s concerned words drifted through the night air. “Too quiet. Wekin?”

      Wekin’s hand dropped to his sword hilt, and even as he squeezed it, his fingers warming to the grasp of solid metal, he saw they were not alone. Swallowing hard, he faced the darkness. Hunger forsaking him as a numbing sensation froze his limbs. This time there was no one to save him, his folly had taken him too far. “They are here,” he attempted to point but his arms felt like lead.

      “I see them…” Yamier trailed off.

      Woísts surrounded the pair, perhaps drawn by the firelight or the smell of food. Wekin was unsure if the creatures from the bowels of the Holesmoles ate and drank, yet a foul stench swept over him as the wind blew in the opposite direction, as if fleeing the scene of an impending slaughter.

      “Yamier,” Wekin could not help the trembling in his voice. “We’ve had many narrow escapes, but this looks like the end.” He counted twenty creatures in all.

      “Let’s make our parents proud,” Yamier echoed the sentiment, picking up the bow of Marklus the Healer he drew an arrow.

      Wekin brushed a hand over his face, took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. One of the woísts stepped out of the shadows. It drew a broad sword, raised it above its head and roared. Wekin could see brief glints of the armor the woísts wore, and he pulled the blade of Starman the Trazame from its sheath.

      A battle cry rippled over the grass as the woísts leaped forward, blades in the air. An ax thudded into the ground before Wekin’s feet. He stumbled backward, lifting the blade like a shield. As he did so, a heat surged through his shoulders, almost dragging him forward and lifting him up. His feet moved over the grass, thumping it into submission. A wave of determination rose within him and he opened his mouth, letting loose a scream as he swung at the creatures rushing toward him. Another bolt of heat passed through his body as he swung and suddenly he could see, as if he were two different people, where the woísts were going to swing their blades, and how he was going to fend them off. As if on its own accord his arm moved, dragging him forward, slashing through the creatures. He opened his hand, attempting to let go of the sword, but its will wrapped around him, dragging him in, refusing to let go. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again as he stood face to face with the snarling, growling creatures. It seemed the sword attacked them as of its own volition, whining through flesh with a scream of fury, cutting, stabbing, slashing, breaking bones, ripping through armor as if it could not get enough. He was no longer in charge of the sword, he was only the person whom the sword was using to get its way, to complete its mission: to rid the world of the scourge of the Black Steeds.

      When, at last, Wekin came to himself, he was sweating. A sticky substance dripped down his face and his chest heaved as he stood upright, his blurred vision clearing. The blade hung silent in his right hand. A stream of muddied blood dripping from it. Each drop a silent message as it fell, muted, into the carnage. Bodies lay over each other, wide eyed in death. A stench of fresh blood hovered over the grasslands. Yamier stood a few feet away, holding the bow. An arrow flew from his fingers, sinking into the last pile of bodies, nestling with the arrows that already gathered there. Yamier’s eyes glowed a bright yellow as his gaze met Wekin’s.

      Wekin opened his mouth, yet no sound came out. He felt a shift come over him as if a switch inside him had gone off and he was himself once more. He blinked, and something like scales fell from his eyes. He faced Yamier again who stood gaping at the devastation they had created. Confusion took on a riot in his head as Wekin glanced from his sword to the dead woísts back to Yamier.

      “Your eyes were glowing,” Yamier spoke first.

      “Yours were too,” Wekin added in a frightened whisper. “They stopped now.”

      “So did yours,” Yamier picked up an arrow, staring first at it and then at the bow. “Do you think…?”

      Wekin shrugged, holding up the sword. “It’s the weapons. It has to be. What do you think?”

      “We should go back to the boat,” Yamier’s voice sped up as of buzzing with an undercurrent of excitement. “I think we should stop again, further down, and try again.”

      Wekin nodded. “We have to see if this happens again. We have to find out what these weapons can do.”

      The two Crons stared at each other a beat, a slow grin of curiosity spreading across their faces. Then, as one they turned and jogged back to the boat.
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      Words fell useless from Arldrine’s tongue as she struggled in bitter disappointment. Her confidence shattered as she was blind-folded and forced to march. At times they lifted her, and other times a rope was attached to her waist, and she was hauled upward. With each step, a bleakness arose, and her introspectiveness grew. She refused to believe she’d made the wrong decision in returning to the mountains. She needed something else to persuade the people groups, yet it as all over too soon.

      When they pulled the blindfold from her eyes, she saw they stood on a cracky peak. Walls of stone rose above her, rugged and worn. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw five of the Ezincks duck down, lying flat on rocks until they were nearly invisible, fitting arrows into their bronzed bows. Female Ezincks stood on either side, holding her elbows. Even though a cold wind blew, their arms were bare. They wore a gold circlet around their upper arms and leather boots that rose to their knees. One had long black hair that fell to her waist while the other had a shorn head. Their dark eyes looked forward, their faces as unmoving as the mountain. There were words Arldrine desired to utter, but when she opened her mouth, they died on her lips.

      Three beings appeared on the rocks above her, moving down the face of the mountain by bounding from stone to stone, running down a staircase as if it were a flat stretch of land. They landed a few feet away from Arldrine and the two Ezincks, crouching on the balls of their feet, one hand planted in the ground before they stood and strode forward. They were males, six and a half feet tall with the same broad shoulders and smaller waist that Zhane had. Arldrine’s stomach hurt as she eyed them, understanding making her mind reel. Brawny muscles rippled as they cross their bare arms, their shirts were open, showing off the hair on their chests as they glared at the newcomers. The one in the middle stepped forward, a scowl on his hard face, a scar running across his left cheek. His brown eyes were void of emotion as he glared, one hand curling into a fist. His eyes locked on Arldrine. He sniffed. His other two companions held back as if waiting for a signal.

      “What kind of offering is this?” Barked the male. He was a Tider and something about the way he stood, and the sound of his voice reminded Arldrine of Dathiem. Her insides quaked as Zhane’s words of warning returned to her ears. The Therian. The monsters Zhane and Dathiem had spent years escaping from. If they escaped, surely she could.

      “We found her wandering our mountainside,” the Ezinck with longer hair spoke up, her words quick as if she feared her throat would be torn out. “Our tribe elected to offer her as tribute to your clan.”

      The male leaned forward, coughed up a ward and spit at Arldrine’s feet. Crossing his arms he circled the group, sniffing the air. He walked quite close, waves of his waist-length dark hair touched Arldrine’s bound hands. She could smell his aura; it was husky but more overpowering was his desire to hunt, to toy with his prey and to devour. She stiffened involuntarily as he passed before rejoining his two companions. He turned his back and started back the way they had come. Before he climbed the mountainside, he turned back. “Your offering is rejected. She smells.”

      “She smells?” the Ezinck demanded, squeezing Arldrine’s arm.

      The Tider turned back while the other two ascended the slope. He barred his teeth, a deep growl rolling out of his chest. “She has a mate. She smells like him.” His dark eyes bored into Arldrine’s, and she got the distinct feeling something evil lurked within him. “He is still alive, after all these years.” He sneered at Arldrine and as he turned his shadow caught the light, and she saw a beast form, snarling, menacing. She stepped backward as if pushed as the Therian disappeared.

      A moment of silence passed. The long-haired Ezinck spun on Arldrine, holding up a knife. Turning she lifted Arldrine’s bound hands and cut them. “You are free to go,” her dark eyes bored into Arldrine’s. “If we have no offering, the Therian will attack and take what they want.”

      The short-haired Ezinck looked Arldrine up and down, her expression torn between anger and newfound respect. “You have a mate? One of the Therian?”

      “No,” Arldrine clarified, rubbing her sore wrists. “I knew two Tiders who came from here. They escaped from the Therian.”

      The long-haired Ezinck crossed her arms. “You are free, why don’t you run?”

      Arldrine studied them before lifting her eyes to the Green Light. “Because it’s not a time to run anymore. I came to help you. Please, let me help you.”

      The Ezincks regarded Arldrine, arms crossed. The short-haired one made a fist and thumped her heart twice. “I am Róta. I have an idea.”
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      A cloudless azure sky stretched over the blue-green waves of the Jaded Sea. Eliesmore stood on a stone, watching it, while Lythe brushed up against his legs, purring. It was silent. The waves shimmered in the sea but declined to splash up on the shore. Skip stood knee deep in the water, holding her hands out, palms down. Her head was bowed, eyes closed. Eliesmore watched the waters swirl around her as if they were attracted to her, as if they’d rather splash up against her legs than touch the western lands again.

      Bruthen stood further down the shore to the south, arms crossed, shoulders hunched, staring inland. His body shook. Eliesmore knew he was gathering the courage to walk further south, to see what had become of his village. Optimistic was beside him, a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      An urgency bolted through Eliesmore. It was taking too long; they needed to get to Daygone.

      Optimistic trudged back toward Eliesmore, shaking his head. “We should not push them to find the village; they’ve experienced too much trauma. Aside from what they have told us, we don’t know what else happened to them.”

      Eliesmore crossed his arms, frowning. The urgent call tightened around his chest, words rushing through his mind. Go to Daygone. Hurry. Hurry. Time is running out. Go to Daygone. Go. “We have to find a way to cross the sea. What do you suggest?”

      Optimistic glanced toward Skip who stood in the water. She turned at that moment, her gaze meeting Optimistic’s. A genuine smile lit up her face, and she gave a shy wave.

      “We don’t know if the village is still there or if it has burned to the ground,” Optimistic shrugged. “We don’t know if it lies north or south of here. I say we pick a direction and follow the coast until we find something. During the past ten years, Idrithar and Zhane traveled between east and west; they crossed the sea many times. It stands to reason there is a hidden storehouse we must find.”

      “Aye,” Eliesmore affirmed, the urgency loosened its grip on him. “You are right Optimistic. Let’s walk south.”

      Skip walked out of the Jaded Sea, picking up the green cloak she’d dropped by the waters. She walked toward Eliesmore and Optimistic, a calm determination on her face. “I know where we can find a vessel.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The waters lapped around them like eager children, reaching for a sweet treat, eager for the opportunity to taste and devour. Bruthen stood at the helm on a platform that rose above the other levels while Skip danced in the middle of the ship, tugging on the rope, pulling down the sails. Optimistic and Eliesmore stood back, staring in awe as the siblings worked the ship, speaking in an odd tongue as they moved around it.

      “They must be children of the sea,” Optimistic whispered to Eliesmore.

      “What does that mean? Who are children of the sea?” Eliesmore whispered back.

      Optimistic shrugged. “I made it up. I’ve never seen them so… happy and free.”

      The ship groaned as it moved. Flywinger promptly sat down, curling his long legs under him as he neighed in displeasure.

      Lythe slumbered on the side of the ship while Eliesmore made his way across the decks, leaning over the railing. True to her word, Skip had led them down the shore to a storehouse where they discovered the ship as well as food and water for their journey. Eliesmore shrugged off the guilt of stealing the ship, and they spent the remainder of daylight getting ready to sail. Sailing was more hands-on and time-consuming than Eliesmore had imagined although Skip and Bruthen handled it well. They examined the ship from bow to stern, ensuring it was seaworthy before calling a series of commands to each other as they yanked on the ropes. Eliesmore and Optimistic stood out of the way until, at last, they set off from shore. A light wind kept them moving, and Eliesmore peered over, watching the waves which appeared like jewels in the glow of the twin lights in the sky.

      Night deepened as they sailed, and somewhere around midnight, Eliesmore saw her. She hurled out of the west, arms outstretched as her winds blew into the white canvas of the sails. The sails billowed out as if they would burst and the ship picked up speed, dipping and bucking in the waves like a wild horse. Eliesmore watched her winds, and at times he believed he saw her long dark hair, streaming out behind her, while her feet kicked the air, moving the ship onwards.

      His heart swelled as the cold winds rushed over him and seafoam splashed up on deck. Skip and Bruthen murmured quiet words of joy as they leaned over the helm, watching the waves, ensuring the ship would continue its eastward passage. Optimistic stood beside Eliesmore, his back to the water, his eyes turned upward as he gazed at the stars. Words flowed like a whispered prayer from between his lips as he sang of the beauty of the sea, and the glory of the stars. Out there in the dark Eliesmore felt something akin to the joy he knew when dancing with the creatures of the wood. It leaped and settled in his heart, leaving him with a strange longing. The past and future drifted away until there was only the present, and that glorious night, observing the rituals of the world on their journey homeward.
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      “Did you try to have his child?” Ellagine glanced at Glashar as the Xctas soared above the Jaded Sea.

      Glashar glared at her, raising her eyebrows. “It is impossible, and forbidden, you know this. Why should you ask such a terrible question? Mermis are the only immortals who seek to seduce mortals into giving them children.”

      Ellagine bit her tongue, keeping back the flutter of frustration she felt at Glashar’s jib. “I meant no harm by inquiring. It is customary to have a child to remember those you lost. At least, a custom of the mortals. Do not bring the Mermis into this. Ever since the days of the Five Warriors, their bloodline has fallen. I only asked if you tried.”

      “I am not like you,” Glashar lifted her chin, although her lips trembled. “Idrains cannot have children. My kind are not born.”

      “Nor were the Mermis, not until Indonesia.”

      “I don’t care,” a tear crept down Glashar’s cheek. “I don’t care about the Mermis, the Iaen, the Green Stone or anything in this world. I advised you not to interfere with the mortals and you did. You begged me to bring back Eliesmore, and I did. There is only one thing I care about now, and that is getting him back. Ellagine, I need you to take me to the Truth Tellers.”

      Ellagine froze unable to keep the despair out of her face. Her green glow shimmered as she shifted in discomfort. The dreaded request had come. “Surely you care Glashar,” she deflected. “The world has just begun to recover from the rule of the Dark Three; surely you will help ensure the White Steeds regain a definite victory.”

      “No,” Glashar snapped, tears filled her voice. “I am done with my part in this world. I regret I ever became involved. You don’t know what it's like to have everything taken from you. You don’t know what it's like to have your heart broken. The only one who can fix this is him.”

      Ellagine noted how Glashar could not bring herself to say his name. “I am sorry…” Ellagine began.

      “No,” Glashar cut her off. “Do not ask me for forgiveness. Take me to the Truth Tellers. Let me seek knowledge from them and I will leave you in peace. You have brought this curse on us by meddling with the mortals.”

      “You speak out of anger and grief,” Ellagine interrupted, a flash of anger exploding in her head. “Do not say something you will regret.”

      Glashar covered her mouth with her hand and bent over, sobs shaking her body. She sat still for a few moments as Ellagine watched, a cold fear stealing over her heart.

      “I did not mean it,” Glashar lifted her face, closing her eyes, letting the wind whisk her tears away. “But I am done. I am no longer one of the Green Company. I am no longer an Iaen. I am just myself, and I want the Tider I love. I don’t need titles and authority and power, not any longer. Just him. You don’t know what it's like to lose the one you love.”

      Ellagine turned away from Glashar and closed her mouth. Her eyes fell to the waves of the sea beneath them, and her eyes dared to drift north. She wondered if she would lose Eliesmore after he went to Daygone after he discovered the secret. When he learned the truth, he would hate her. The ugliness rose, a passionate fear she’d kept down, the darkness that pushed on the edges of her vision like a spreading poison, determined to end all things. She could see no way around it, the future was set and even if she wanted to, she could not change it. Placing a hand on her heart, she watched her green glow ebb and fade. Perhaps she had already lost him.
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      Year 915. (28 years ago.) Daygone.

      

      Sarhorr waited as his brother and sister disappeared through the portals, returning to the west. His arm ached after swearing the blood oath, yet he waited. Only when he was sure it was safe did he turn to his stone angels, guarding his keep while he was away.

      “Shalidir.” He called, clenching his fists. “Come to me.”

      She morphed out of her stone hiding place, lifting her hands from her face and folding her wings on her back.

      “You came back,” she whispered, reaching out a hand to caress his cheek.

      He slapped her hand away and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Our daughter is dead.”

      “I know,” she retorted. “And I know where the Green Stone is.”

      He felt every muscle in his body grow still. At times he suspected she knew more than she let on, yet he knew it was imperative she come to trust him. Bullying her or pinning her down with unusual cruelty would not help him. Ultimately, she craved his attention. It was the reason why she’d returned, the reason she stayed. At times he saw the lust rise up in her eyes. She desired him, perhaps even more so now that she knew who he was, what he was. He waited for her to continue, holding back his emotions and facial expressions.

      She took a deep breath, confident he would allow her to explain why she’d withheld the most pertinent information from him for those long years.

      “My mother found the Green Stone when she first came to the South World. When I was older my father told me tales of the Five Warriors, and the great enemy of all mortals and immortals, the Changers.” She held up a hand as if to pause Sarhorr’s objections, although there were none. “My parents could see the future. They told me I would play a part in saving the Four Worlds from the Changers, and I would use the power of the Green Stone to do so. When I met you, over a hundred years ago, I had the Green Stone. It was protected, hidden with glamour so no one would see or recognize it. I went to the place where it would be dissolved. Only, when I reached it, a name came to mind, and I knew. Only a mortal can dissolve the Green Stone. The power of creation does not belong with immortals.”

      He kept his voice low, withholding his fury. “You had the Green Stone the entire time we were together? Until I sent you away?” He dropped his eyes, casting around for answers. “The journal…” he lifted a finger. “You kept it in the journal.”

      “Yes, when I left I gave the stone to a family of Crons, Treasure Hunters, close to the western mountains, where the Therian dwell. A group of Tiders and Crons live in a colony there. It wasn’t until after our daughter was born that I learned about ‘Song.’” She narrowed her eyes at him. “The One is coming. He will take up the Jeweled Sword. He will dissolve the Green Stone. There is nothing we can do about him. The prophecy will come true; you saw with your own two eyes what happened to our daughter.”

      “Shalidir,” he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her head. “Why did you withhold this knowledge from me? You know our joint desire. Don’t you see? We don’t need the Green Stone; we need the power that comes from it. When the One comes, he will release the power of the Green Stone. He must trust us, and it is only when we gain his trust that he will give us the power of creation. We can start afresh. We can release a new breed on this world that will be stronger than both you and I.”

      “Why are you being kind to me? You want something.” Shalidir pulled away, studying his unreadable face.

      “You can see bits of the future,” he cupped her face in his hands. “Tell me, what do you see?”

      “Regarding?”

      “Regarding the One, tell me everything.”

      Shalidir closed her eyes, lifting her pink lips to taste the omens in the air. He brushed her light hair away from her forehead, tempted by the fine lines of her neck. Occasionally he wished her back into her stone hiding place, where he would not be tempted by her powers. At times he wanted to sink his teeth into her skin, find her heart, and eat it whole. A ripple of pleasure passed through his lower body, and he felt his muscles twitch. When he had rung every drop of power from her mind, he would use her body until she screamed for him. Her deception and mistrust had almost cost him his future, but this time he could filter her truths and lies. This time she would leave nothing out.

      He held her as she spoke, almost in a trance, as if her spirit drifted into the future and watched the events of what was to come. His eyes danced with each word she spoke, confirming his inner desires. She went limp in his arms when she finished, exhausted from her metaphysical journey. He ran his hand across her neck, down her sternum to her navel. His fingers returned to the top of her dress and he pulled, ripping the silk down the seams. “My brother and sister are the only ones who can stop us now. We need a decoy, an elite force to help us achieve our destiny.”

      “Us,” she lifted her head to look him in the eye. “We are still allies?”

      “Only if you give me another child.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Why would I? Look what you did to the last one?”

      “You said yourself; the One shall have ten companions to travel with him. We need eleven to go after them. As you once said, blood of our blood will not betray us.”

      “You are going too far; I cannot bare you eleven children. In the tradition of my people, we have one or two children, no more. It is impossible.”

      “Shalidir,” he barred his teeth at her. “You forget who I am, you forget how powerful I am. Bare me a child.”

      She lifted one arm, circling his neck, pulling his face toward her. “You know I will do anything for you.”
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      Ellagine, Glashar, and Visra moved through the lush woodlands of Shimla. There was a delicate brightness in the air, a tentative expectation for a future for the Iaens. The others would return, Ellagine was sure of it. Yet she felt tears frozen behind her eyes as she led them to the thick of the forest. Her silken dress hugged tightly to her body as she walked as if her clothes would wind around her neck until they cut off her breath. She recognized it as her own fear; she did not want to take Glashar to the Truth Tellers.

      She attempted to rationalize her fears. It wasn’t simply the fact that the Truth Tellers would reveal knowledge that should remain hidden. It wasn’t the fact that they would demand a price which Glashar would have to pay. She was frightened of their knowledge of the future. If they choose to confront her with their knowledge, she would be forced to confess. The future had to be set in stone. There was a vague cloud of obscurity over the future, a chain of events only the Truth Tellers could reveal and ultimately change. Stories of Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his companions danced through her mind, reminding her of the chant the Truth Tellers spread throughout the world. While the Truth Tellers spoke nothing more than warnings, their words inspired action, and those actions changed the future.

      As she led the way through the paths of the forest, the wood opened before her, bowing to her royal blood. To force the fear from her mind, she thought of her mother. She could smell the sweet hypnotic flavor of vanilla in the air, reminding her of when she was a child. Her mother would take her through the secret trails of the forest of Shimla. They would pull honeysuckle from the trailing vines, sucking the sweet nectar as they explored. Those were lonely days, yet happy days, before she was old enough to join the song and dance of the wood. Back then, her mother would rock her to sleep each night, singing the old lullaby. The strong words thrummed through her consciousness.

      

      
        
        Long may you live.

        Long may you prosper.

      

      

      

      Another seven versus rotated through her mind. The cadence danced in her thoughts, yet the meaning was lost. It seemed she was ever on the cusp of retaining the lost words, yet they escaped her again and again.

      “Are we close?” Glashar placed a hand on a tree trunk, examining it as if it were sending her a message.

      “Do you know where we are?” Ellagine brushed memories from her mind, returning to the present.

      Glashar’s face was pale and drawn. The whites of her eyes were red, drowning in grief. They had traveled long, almost without rest since Glashar and Visra did not need the refreshment sleep provided. Ellagine slept when she could, waking when Glashar demanded they move on, anxious to hear the words the Truth Tellers would relay.

      “No,” Glashar turned to face Ellagine, her eyes questioning. “Long as I have lived, this is a part of the forest I have never seen.”

      Visra was strangely quiet. Ellagine had mentioned to her that she need not come with them to hunt for the Truth Tellers, yet Visra had laughed and insisted on trailing along.

      “The woods have always obeyed the desires of the Green People,” Ellagine told her. “It opens at our command. The Truth Tellers cannot be found unless we wish it.”

      Glashar folded her arms around her waist, her golden hair brushing her face as she leaned forward. Her tone was hostile as she asked again. “I know. Are we close?”

      “Yes,” Ellagine replied, holding her head high as she led them, determined not to let Glashar’s unfriendliness bother her.

      It was sometime later, much later, when they reached a circle of trees. A glade within the woods held a tented circle of four trees. Their boughs interlocked, hiding the light from the skies, sinking into darkness. The grass was rich and dark in that area, long and unkempt. A place none had entered in an age. Leaves as black as night fell from rich brown bark. A steady stream, blue as sapphires, flowed downward like snow, creating a secondary carpet for them to walk upon.

      Ellagine held up a hand, forcing them to stop. A hush of reverence blanketed the silent wood until they could hear the leaves settling into place on the ground. A soft whisper moved through the air, a shiver of hope, doubt, and fear, a collection of emotion as plain as the air they breathed wilted around them. Ellagine lifted her arms, swallowing the lump in her throat, watching the green glow settle around her body.

      Swaying back and forth she began to chant while flames of yellow and green fire rose around her like a pillar, engulfing her body with heated words. Her voice carried across the sullen glade, calling forth the creatures who held the secrets of the world. A struggle issued beneath her voice, they did not want to be called, they did not want to come. Even with her eyes closed, she could see them standing in the heart of the South World, watching the core of all living beings rise and fall. They stood in the valley, watching the seed of the Four Worlds as it breathed, their backs to her, their white hair standing on end like the tentacles of an Actimic. One lifted a white arm, touching the shoulder of a second one who turned, lidless eyes meeting Ellagine’s. As one, the three white beings faced Ellagine, their hair moving in the windless atmosphere as they began to walk across the barrier that kept them from the surface.

      “Why?” one of them asked with a tone as hard as diamonds.

      “I call you on behalf of another,” Ellagine’s lips moved as if on their own accord, hurling words across the void.

      “What will you give us in exchange for knowledge?”

      “She will conduct the exchange.”

      “When the full moon rises, we will enter your realm.”

      They turned their backs to her, and she sighed in reluctant anticipation, letting go of the spell and returning to the woods of Shimla.
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      “Why have you called us?” The Truth Tellers spoke in unison as they floated in front of Glashar. Their petite white bodies giving an eerie aura to the glade. Ellagine and Visra had left her alone for her private audience with the Truth Tellers. She was grateful they were gone. Their presence was a sharp reminder of what she’d lost. Visra silently gloated, each word from her mouth a jab. Glashar should have been grateful Visra reminded her of the Truth Tellers, but she hated the blood thirsty Jesnidrain. “Why have you pulled us from the in-between? Beware. Be warned. The price you pay is death.”

      Glashar snarled at them, baring her teeth, allowing her grief to surface. Her pointed chin jutted out as she clenched her fists and stepped forward. “I have called you because I demand to know where my lover’s soul is kept. He was slain in the battle at the Constel Heights, and I must find him and bring him back.”

      An audible force whispered through the air as the Truth Tellers alighted. Their feet, if they could be called feet, landed flat on the dark grass. “Give us his name.”

      “Dathiem the Tider.”

      “Dathiem the Tider,” they echoed. “Of the House of the Therian?”

      Her determination faded just a bit. “He came from the west near the mountains.”

      “There is only one we know by this name. He fell in Castle Range, and his soul was sent down the river.”

      “Yes. I must find him. I need you to tell me how.”

      “Why?”

      “I love him. He is the one my soul is meant to be with. Before he fell, he asked me to find him.”

      “What would you do to gain him back?”

      “Anything.”

      “Even defy death?”

      “Yes. Anything.”

      “If you do this, if you chase his soul, you can never return.”

      “Will I find him?”

      “What you find will be up to you. If you would seek his soul, you must travel to the underworld. To the in-between. To a place not of the Beyond and the Pillars of Creation. If you would seek his soul, you must be willing to transverse the map of the inner world and the dark sanctuaries where the living do not walk. Are you willing?”

      “I am.”

      “You will not return to walk in the light with your face to the crisp leaves of the wood. You will not return to dance with your brethren in the forests of Shimla. You will not return to the face of this world. If this is your request we will open the way before you; we will set you on the path to find what your heart desires. Neither death nor life will touch you. You will hang eternal in the balance until you find him.”

      “So it shall be.” Closing her eyes briefly she let the echo of their words thread through her mind, their full meaning sinking in. Banishment was the price she would pay. A sob caught in her throat but before she could question if it was worth it, a flashback entered her memory. His face rose before her as clear as if he stood in front of her, his hand coming up to caress her face while he kissed her neck, her shoulders, her belly, tracing the lines of her curves. His warm hand rested on her heart, yet when she reached up to cover his hand with hers, the memory faded. The air was full of his scent as she breathed in. It seemed as if he were there, touching her face, his fingers tracing the inside of her thigh as he listened to their conversation.

      When she opened her eyes, they were wet with unshed tears. “When may I begin my quest?”

      “You must set sail for Lily Pad Island. When your feet touch the shores of that mysterious land, your quest will begin.”

      They turned to leave, to disappear into the nothingness from whence they came. She raised a hand, pausing their movements. “How will I know I am on the right track? How will I find him?”

      “Souls are not physical or tethered to a form or location, you will know in your heart. You are stepping down a path none have dared to walk, aside from knowledge we can give you no further advice.”

      “I understand.” She bowed her head.

      “Take nothing from this world, the follies and fears of this life will become unknown to you.”

      They watched her, waiting for her to speak another word. She fell silent, watching their wavering forms disappear into the shadows.

      “Dathiem,” she whispered his name once she was alone in the glade again. “Wait for me. I am coming.”

      For the first time since his death, her heart felt lighter.
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      “You are determined to leave.”

      “Yes.”

      “You will not relent? The path you tread is dark if you go there is no return.”

      “I am aware of this knowledge. I am also aware the choice you have made. What you are about to do is wrong, but I do not have the heart to fight you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ellagine stood tall, keeping her voice calm, hiding the shadows behind her eyes.

      “You know very well. Ever since the Green People came to the South World, they have been plotting and scheming. I know what you are going to do to this world.”

      “You know nothing. You are just angry.”

      “Nay,” Glashar voice rang with bitterness. “This is not my world anymore. I do not care what happens to it. If we still had the counsels of elder days, perhaps there would be enough power to stop you. After all, your people woke the Changers and allowed the corruption in the Western World without attempting to aid the mortals. It was your people who suggested the banishment of Magdela the Monrage instead of calling for her execution, as it should have been.” Glashar raised a hand to fend off Ellagine’s protests. “It was your people who first spoke the prophecy concerning the One, a prophecy which is no doubt laced with the power of mind control. It was your people, nay, even your own mother who found Eliesmore’s mother and raised her. The influence of your people on him is not lost on me; it’s intentional, isn’t it? He will do whatever you ask of him, and you know this.”

      A crackle of fury ripped through Ellagine at Glashar’s words. Raising her eyes to the delicate leaves of the forest she took a deep breath, determined to choose her words carefully. Glashar’s accusations were false, she was not involved in the deception of the mortals, yet even as her thoughts whirled, she heard a chant, whispered through the wind.

      

      Long may you live

      Long may you prosper

      Spread your seed far and wide

      

      May your bloodline

      The new breed

      Grow ever strong

      

      Glashar snapped her fingers, breaking Ellagine out of her trance. “The knowledge granted to me today was something I should have known all along. Alas, I was selfish and blinded by my own emotions. It is too late now. I am done. I am leaving. I hereby curse the Green People. I curse you, and I curse your plans for the South World…”

      “Your words have no power,” Ellagine interrupted, she felt an urge rise within her to reach out and snap Glashar’s neck in half. Attempting to calm her growing anger she balled her fists by her side, willing herself to do nothing.”

      Glashar lifted her head, her sharp chin jutting out as her golden hair fell in waves of fire down her back. “Yea, I curse you all the same.”

      “These are your final words? After all we have been through you would leave me with hate?”

      Glashar folded her arms, and her eyes fell to the forest floor. Displeasure hung in the air like tainted fruit. The words spoken could not be unsaid, their friendship would be marked by this moment.

      “No,” Glashar lifted her head, her deep eyes seeking Ellagine’s. Taking a step forward, she lifted her arms as if to embrace Ellagine. “Those would not be my last words to you. I understand the world belongs to the mortals, and our goal has always been to give our people, the immortals, a paradise of their own. It is unfair, some would say, for the morals to rule the land when we are a superior people in every way. I assumed you desired to help the mortals save this world from the hands of the Changers when in truth, you desire for the Iaen to rise stronger than ever before. It is a powerful action, yet the way you are going about this plan is wrong.”

      “Go,” Ellagine pointed east. “Find your beloved, leave matters of the world to me. Eliesmore will complete his quests; I have faith.”

      Glashar studied her, anger fading from her face as another impartation dawned on her. “Of course you have faith. You know not where your steps will lead you. When you understand the true meaning of what has been done, I wonder, will you relent?”

      “I don’t understand. What you are saying?” Ellagine tilted her head, raising an eyebrow.

      Glashar took a step back. “I see,” she whispered. “Farewell, my friend,” she raised a hand. “Let no animosity dwell between us because of what was said here. I see now this plan was not your own. You are only part of it, and in that, you have no choice. When the revelation is clear, you must choose your next action. Will you follow the path laid before you or will you break with tradition? The time of the immortals is over; we must leave the world to the mortals.”

      “Farewell,” Ellagine lifted a hand, letting the words fade to dust. “May you find the treasure you seek.”

      Glashar turned and strode through the woods, her pace even and sure. Before she disappeared into the boughs of the silvery trees she turned, her eyes seeking Ellagine’s. “Come with me?” she called.

      Ellagine shook her head, turning her back on Glashar. The last of the Wise Ones of the Iaen were gone. It was time to go to the birthing grounds and wake the new Iaen. They would be young and foolish. They needed her guidance and what wisdom she choose to impart to them. A new cycle of Iaens had arrived, it was time for them to wake up.
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      “Glashar,” Visra hissed, dropping out of the wood into Glashar’s path. The Falidrain was dressed in a white cloak, it covered her fair head and almost fell over her large eyes. Glashar’s movements were slow as if she anticipated Visra’s interruption. Visra crossed her arms, glowering. “Where are you going?”

      “You know where.” Glashar’s voice was cold. “It is as you desire. I will leave this wood, and leave this world. You will find me no more.”

      Visra narrowed her eyes. “I saw him die,” she reached for her sword, drawing it and holding the blade up to the dim light of the forest. “I saw the arrows, I saw the sword, and I did nothing. If I had moved, perhaps I could have saved him.”

      “Perhaps,” Glashar repeated, growing quite still as if her body were turning to stone. “Perhaps you could have saved him, but we both know what your true intentions are. You come here, as I leave, to goad me once more. You are too insecure to understand that it is over, you won. The world is yours; I am your enemy no longer. Once I leave, you will never see my face again, isn’t that what you have desired? If so, why come here to taunt me in my sorrow?”

      Visra grinned, sticking out her tongue to lick the end of her blade. She spit. A combination of salvia and blood dropped to the leaves.

      Glashar glanced from Visra’s mouth to the wad of spit on the ground. “You desecrate our hollow grove. You are not worthy to walk in the footsteps of the elder Iaen. But you are a fighter. Perhaps, next time you seek death, you will bring life instead of your vicious rebuttal.”

      “I could kill you now and send your soul to be with your beloved.” Visra studied her reflection in her blade as she spoke. “It would be faster than whatever the Truth Tellers told you.”

      “Perhaps.” Glashar sniffed and began to walk forward. “You could have killed me long ago. You could have saved my beloved. Instead, you stand here, attempting to be vindictive, when all the bickering between you and I has ended. Don’t you understand? You are petty and foolish, you have lost your confidence in who you are because you are focused on fighting me. You are a warrior, and I am not your enemy. Your heart is full of hate and revenge and if you must take it out, if you want to fight, if you want to kill, go find the Black Steeds and destroy them. There is a reason you told me about the Truth Tellers, and whatever inkling you had at that time, act on it now.”

      “If you go,” Visra lifted her chin, her jeweled eyes glazing over. “If you find him now, you could be happy.”

      “You would never know. Besides, you don’t care what happens to me. You hold this grudge, and you can hold it no longer. Let go. Stop living in the past, look forward to your own future, as I do.”

      Visra spread her wings, slipping her sword back into her sheath. She lifted a hand, her eyes still distant. “Farewell my old enemy, I will keep up the fight for our people.”

      Ignoring her, Glashar continued to walk forward, weaving between the slender leaves of the forest. Visra flew up to a tree branch and stood on it, watching the last reminders of her past fade away.

      Glashar turned just before she disappeared, lifting one pale hand. “If you follow Ellagine, the Iaen shall rise again.”

      Visra pressed her hands together like a prayer. As Glashar disappeared through the wood, Visra heard a voice begin to sing a high wild song. A chant undulated through the trees. The wind began to blow, a slight shudder as eternal voices began to chime in. Visra’s wings fluttered as she listened to the call. The cycle of life was returning after the death the Rakhai brought. The Iaen would be born anew. Their numbers would inhabit the woods as they once did. Yet, there was a new feeling in the wind, the promise of the past faded and only the blessing of the future remained. The Iaen would return, not as they once were, but as a new kind of immortal, with a new history. The hereditary knowledge had changed, the taint of a curse, of evil, had vanished, all that remained was purity.

      Standing, Visra lifted her wings and flew upward. It was time to go west, to the thick of the battle, and fight the Black Steeds wherever she found them. No longer was she a member of the Green Company. No longer did she belong in the forest of the Iaen. No longer would she sing songs, longing for days of old. It was time to go to war, to cut the ties between herself and the forest. Her people were gone. Her time was over. There was nothing left for her but bloodshed. Even as she flew upward a throng of glee flowed through her. She balled her hands into fists. It was time to kill.
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      The vessel came to rest on the shores of the Eastern Hill Countries, banking in the thick reeds of Truemonix.

      “It’s stuck,” Skip announced as she leaned over the railing, peering down to see what the ship was trapped on.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Eliesmore called, a lightness to his tone as he swung down. “We’re back now.”

      “Oh, the glories of the east,” Optimistic hummed as he grabbed a rope and swung off the boat, landing in a flourish beside Eliesmore.

      “It’s beautiful,” Bruthen gasped, taking in the slope of the coast where wild grasses ran onward up to the foot of a forest.

      Flywinger galloped up and down the shore, grateful to stretch his legs on firm ground.

      Lythe trotted up and down the shore, sniffing the wild grasses, tentatively sticking out his tongue to taste them.

      “This is where we leave you,” Eliesmore glanced at the brother and sister as they climbed down from the ship, sending looks of regret back toward the Jaded Sea.

      “Where are you going?” asked Skip, flinging her long braid of hair behind her back.

      “I am going to Daygone, to face a great Changer,” Eliesmore squared his shoulders, a sudden rush to get there passing through him. His fingers tingled as he touched the Jeweled Sword. There was no fear, only anticipation.

      Skip’s eyes widened, and she stepped backward as she glanced north.

      “Take Flywinger,” Eliesmore suggested. “He will take you to the fortress.” Flywinger trotted up at the sound of his name. “You know the way?” Eliesmore confirmed, reaching out to stroke Flywinger’s nose. Flywinger bobbed his head in acknowledgement. “Lythe, I want you to go with them. Daygone is no place for you.”

      “I want to come with you,” Lythe whimpered, rubbing his head against Eliesmore’s leg. The lion cub had grown much bigger since they’d first met and was now too big for Eliesmore to lift.

      “It is too dangerous, even with me with you,” Eliesmore stepped back. “Go, before your presence is noted and tracked along with ours.”

      “I am going with you Eliesmore,” Optimistic told him, his words stating his decision was non-negotiable.

      Skip reached toward Flywinger, grabbing his mane and swinging up. “Thank you,” she stared at first Optimistic and then Eliesmore. “No one has been kind to us in a long time; we will not forget you.”

      Optimistic smiled, tugging a blond lock of hair. “You will see us again, although it may be long.”

      Bruthen swung up being his sister, and the two waved, their faces set as Flywinger broke into a canter, moving in a southern direction toward the fortress.

      Lythe hesitated, rubbing his head against Eliesmore’s legs until Eliesmore held him fast. “Go, I want you to be safe, but I will see you again when my business in Daygone is finished. For now, go to the fortress, enjoy food and sleep away the winter winds. I’ll find you when I return.”

      With a last nuzzle, Lythe bounded off to catch up with Flywinger, Skip, and Bruthen, leaving Eliesmore and Optimistic alone on the shore.

      “I hope they will not run into trouble along the way,” Eliesmore watched the disappearing forms of his companions.

      “They’ll be safe,” Optimistic nodded. “Times are changing. White Steeds will no longer walk in fear. But come, Eliesmore, we should hasten to Daygone.”

      “Aye,” Eliesmore agreed, leading the way northward.

      The landscape changed. A heaviness grew in the air as they dashed toward barren slopes, and at times when Eliesmore glanced back, he saw a river of darkness following them.

      “This will be different from Castle Range, I can feel it,” he told Optimistic. “We have no instructions; I’m not sure what to expect.”

      “Whatever we face, we have the ability to overcome it, just think of all we have done thus far,” Optimistic scooped up a handful of soil and rubbed it between his fingers. “The ground becomes softer.”

      “I see a river of black behind us, but my vision ahead is constricted,” Eliesmore narrowed his eyes. “There is a shimmer, a glow, I can’t tell what it is, but it’s blocking my view.”

      At night when they slept, it seemed the stars glowed with a new luster, while the Green Light burned brighter in the sky, a beacon to all of hope and salvation. When Eliesmore looked up, he saw a circle of stars, dancing around the Green Light, and a peaceful feeling came over him. No matter what woes Daygone brought, he would rise, the great conqueror.

      When morning dawned, he heard marching while a deadly chant swept through the air.

      

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      

      “Look. Daygone,” Optimistic pointed as he pulled an arrow from his quiver.

      “And woísts,” Eliesmore drew his sword, nodding at the monstrous creatures that marched them.

      The land rose before them while a slightly sweet smell drifted through the air as if incense was burning in worship of a great power.

      “We might have to fight from here on out,” Eliesmore mused.

      “If it comes down to it, don’t wait for me,” Optimistic encouraged. “Like we did in Castle Range, you must continue onward. I will be fine.”

      Eliesmore frowned, understanding the truth to Optimistic’s words, yet not liking what he heard. Instead of responding he drew his sword and began to run, “Stay behind me!”

      The creatures came closer, yet when they saw Eliesmore and Optimistic, instead of running forward with murderous intent, they backed away, spreading into a long line. One of them bumped against an invisible barrier, and Eliesmore saw it ripple and spring into life. He gasped as the true vision of Daygone appeared, a land of red with a tower rising in the center. His eyes focused in on the top of the tower, and he knew it was where he needed to go to find the Dark One and the Phutal. The view rippled away, leaving only a barren slope, and Eliesmore realized he must be looking at kind of barrier, a shield of some sort that protected Daygone.

      Woísts lined up before him in a row, guarding the shield which guarded Daygone, while one of Optimistic’s arrows flew into their midst. A shriek rang out, yet the woísts grouped closer. Three more arrows flew before Eliesmore reached them and swung, heads flying as he mowed through the woísts. He lashed out with the sword while ripples of green slipped around him, breaking the concentration of the creatures and rendering their every move ineffective. They collapsed in a pile of flying limbs while Eliesmore stepped over them, moving toward the barrier. He heard Optimistic running down the hill to join him.

      Eliesmore reached out a hand and touched a gooey substance that came away on his fingers like a transparent film.

      He tried again as Optimistic ran up. “Can you get through?”

      Eliesmore moved his body against it, and the substance started pulling him through. Pinching his nose shut he stuck his head through, squeezing his eyes closed before blinking as crisp cold air touched his face like fingertips of an ice queen.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic’s voice called yet it seemed to be in the distance.

      A black butterfly with red patterns on its wings drifted past him while the burnt red grass stood at attention. It was peaceful. Quiet. It seemed as if he’d peeked through a portal into a haunted kingdom with a luster of sleep upon it.

      Eliesmore pulled back, facing Optimistic. “What’s wrong?”

      “Look,” Optimistic held out a hand, touching the substance. His fingers slid off something solid, and he tried again, pushing his body against it as if the barrier were solid stone.

      “You can’t get through?” Eliesmore leaned against the barrier while a gentle suction pulled him in, while Optimistic thumped against a solid mass.

      “No, it seems as if the barrier only wants you to go through,” Optimistic pulled another arrow from his bow. “Go ahead, more woísts arrive, I can hear them.”

      Eliesmore snapped his head around, staring south. “Optimistic, run, get out of danger. Don’t wait for me.”

      Optimistic put his hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder and pushed. “There is no time to waste, go, kill the Dark One, and don’t worry about me. I’ll be here. There’s a reason this shield allows you to enter.”

      “I will return,” Eliesmore stated.

      A strong sense of fate overcame him as he gave in to the pull of the barrier. A ruby and obsidian world of silence welcomed him. A blanket of frost covered the land as if an invisible road opened before him, a sure and steady path leading to the tower.
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      Eliesmore walked through the stone world, watching his steps. Strings of black ivy ran across the crumbled stone. The walls of the tower were open to the heavens, arched gateways welcoming the pure light. The silence was intimidating. He could hear each gentle step as he crept upwards, knowing there was only one destination, the top. Elaborate stone steps curved toward the heavens, tilted forward as in worship of the beings at the summit. Eliesmore climbed with his sword out, expecting the unexpected, waiting for creatures of darkness to leap out and attempt to strike him down. His mind was numb. He had come to the end and yet he was unsure how he felt. Doubt and fear no long plagued him, yet an uncanny disturbance settled upon him, almost as if he were coming home.

      The room at the top was devoid of life. Walls rose up, full of archways pointing to the heavens. Carved statues with wings on their backs stared in forms of worship or servitude. One had her hands covering her face as if she were weeping, yet what arrested Eliesmore’s attention was the altar. On it sat a wide basin, and over the basin a thick black book had been placed. It lay open, a quill marking the place where the writer or reader had paused to vacate the premises. Eliesmore stood in the middle of the room, feeling no sway to move toward the book.

      Presently, a male appeared. He stood in the middle of an archway; his hands were clasped together in front of him in a matter so still, Eliesmore wondered if he had been standing there all along and had simply dismantled his cloak of invisibility. He was tall with fine skin, smooth without blemish or wrinkles. His lips were stained red, and his eyes were dark depths of endless knowledge. Straight black hair fell to his shoulders, and Eliesmore could not help but admire the beauty the male possessed. He was unlike any mortal, nay, unlike any immortal, a walking instrument of perfection.

      The male’s face was expressionless as he watched Eliesmore, his gaze flitting to the book momentarily as if he wished he had it in his hands instead of watching it cover the altar. “You must be the One. They call you Eliesmore,” the male offered. He took a step forward, his violet robes billowed about his body, then shivering as they wrapped around him.

      “And you are?” Eliesmore asked although he knew the male had to be Sarhorr the Ruler, the Dark One. There could be no other explanation.

      The male waved a hand, casting the question away. “It does not concern you who I am. You wish to hear me utter my name. You know, yet you wait for me to tell you, to confirm your knowledge.”

      Eliesmore paused. It was true. “Yes.”

      “There is no use denying it,” the male smiled, an expression which made him appear both desirable and sinister. “I have lived over nine hundred years. I have seen this moment dance again and again in my mind. You and I have lived for this meeting; our fates have been pushing us toward this precise moment since the creation of the Four Worlds.”

      Eliesmore tried to keep his expression clear. The words dropped from his lips, regardless. “How do you know?”

      “How do I know?” The male glanced away in consideration, his keen eyes sweeping across the room before returning to rest on Eliesmore. “I have always known, since the day I met the Tider. The Tider who changed the course of my destiny. He and I were meant to clash for all eternity, but you and I have similar goals. We are the same.”

      “We are not the same,” Eliesmore snapped, his hand tightening around the hilt of the Jeweled Sword.

      The male nodded, and Eliesmore felt his body nod in agreement, even though his words said differently.

      “Oh,” the male continued, his words weaving through the air like a hypnotic song. “We are the same. Think of yourself. You have consumed the power of the Green Stone, the power of creation. You are now the most powerful being in the Four Worlds. You are immortal. You shall walk this world for a thousand years, watching while love and regret drip away, and death becomes all consuming. Now you yearn for years of peace, but it will bring boredom, and soon you will seek strife. You shall seek the ruin of all, which shall be your salvation. Immortality is not a gift. It is a curse, and you have cursed yourself with it. I have lived a hundred lives, and I have learned what will bring immortals true happiness, pleasure, and wholeness. It is not in the saving of the mortals nor the beauty of this world. It is in paradise. I have taken my time to find what I truly desire. I have an unending life. I have a family. I have everything you desire; only you don’t know it yet. My words seem like folly to your mind because you are too young. You do not know the depths of life. Yet. Which is why you will not take my offer, but you will give me everything I want.”

      “I will not,” Eliesmore stated, unnerved by the speech and the male’s strange mannerisms.

      “Yes, you will. I know all. I have seen all. You would do well to listen to me, young one. Your ruin will be in your future. Why do you think I allowed you to dissolve the Green Stone? Murder my brother? Anticipate murdering my sister? Those are my desires. You are doing what I wish for you to do.”

      “Yet, I have come to kill you, to stop you from completing your desires,” Eliesmore insisted.

      “No. I think not.” He raised a hand, and his eyes changed, turning a dark ruby red. On one finger Eliesmore saw a ruby ring, glowing in the pure light. “You are the missing jewel, the missing piece I have sought my entire life. The Green Stone. Now that you are here my family is complete, you will grant us access to paradise. My son.”

      “I am not your family; I am not your son. You and your abomination shall be eternally damned,” Eliesmore snarled.

      The male held open his hand and pointed a finger. “Read the book.”

      “No,” Eliesmore held the Jeweled Sword in front of his body with both hands. “I did not come to listen to your deceptive words; I did not come to be a pawn, a side effect of your evil ways. I came to rise above and destroy you. What you have done to the Western World, the South World, and, perhaps, even the Eastern World, is not forgotten nor forgiven. I have come to seek redemption for the lives you have wronged, for the mortals you have slain, for the blood you have shed, and the power you have stolen. I have come to make things right, to bring the balance, to wipe your kind from the face of the Four Worlds. You no longer have authority over the Four Worlds. I seal your doom, here and now. You will not go to paradise. You will rot in the filth of your evil deeds and your soul will burn for an eternity.” A ripple of passion burst through his body at the urgency of his words. As he finished his speech, a green flame sparked, burst, and engulfed the Jeweled Sword. He made a move to run forward yet the male held up a hand while his lips curled upward as if Eliesmore were a small child throwing a tantrum. Despite himself, Eliesmore froze.

      “You are passionate about what you believe in,” the male’s voice remained calm and unwavering as if Eliesmore had merely noted the decor of the chamber. “Good. If you desire to succeed, you need passion. I have learned patience in my lifetime, a trait you should seek to acquire. You will need it in the months to follow. You seek my demise, yet you don’t know what I am.”

      Eliesmore gritted his teeth, furious the male was intent on having a dialogue versus fighting to the death. “You are a Changer. The Dark One. The Ruler. Sarhorr. You go by many names, perhaps by many faces…” The male raised a hand and Eliesmore trailed off, clenching his sword hilt and fuming.

      “I cannot be destroyed. Perhaps you think I lie to you,” this time he smirked openly before placating his expression. “You were able to sneak into Castle Range and kill my brother. The weakest link. He had no interaction with mortals, he was unprepared to face you, and my sister left him to his doom. Purposefully. We had to ensure you would be ready for the next step; you would come here willingly, thinking it would be simple to kill me, to destroy my physical form and to destroy my spiritual form. We wanted you to assume you could stride into my home, my kingdom here in the Four Worlds, a pitiful, unguarded kingdom. You assumed you could walk in here and slide the Jeweled Sword through my body. My body is made out of flesh and spirit, the flesh may die, but the energy of my spirit never dies. It changes form, hence, why the mortals call us Changers. Tell me, what would you do to destroy energy? Will you use the power of the Green Stone? A power you don’t even know how to use? Power is wasted on you.”

      Eliesmore’s nostrils flared as he struggled under the weight of the male’s words. As much as he wanted to protest, he knew the accusations were true. His senses were heightened, the power burned within him, yet the key to unlocking his true potential was missing. He did not know how to use the power of the Green Stone. If he did, the words the male spoke would not antagonize him in the same way. Clouds of fury darkened around him. “Is this your game?” he spat the words. “You lure me here to talk? To play mind games? To taunt me with your knowledge? Let’s be done with this game, let’s fight!” He lifted the Jeweled Sword once again.

      This time the male turned his back, his shoulders shaking as he laughed. When he faced Eliesmore once again, his expression was imploring. “You place untrue words in my mouth. I speak the truth while you react like a child.” He pointed a finger at the book draped over the basin. The ruby ring glowed on his slim forefinger. “Fighting is for young and foolish ones. Is that what you are? Read the book.”

      “No, I cannot succumb to your dark ways and the evil words you read. I know you are trying to trick me. I am strong; I refuse to read your book.” Even as Eliesmore spoke, his eyes flew to the book. For the briefest moment, he saw black words dripping off the page, the ink flowing into the basin until it ran over onto the floor. He blinked, and the odd vision disappeared, yet a tug in his heart and an itching in his fingers made him want to walk over, pick up the book, and read it.

      “You are afraid of learning the Great-Black-Evil. You are frightened of becoming like the Monrages. The Rakhai,” the male noted Eliesmore’s guarded expression. “The book contains many things. Listen well to the words I say. If you desire to defeat my sister, you will need my wisdom and strategy.”

      “I do not need anything from you, except your surrender and your death.”

      “You are naïve and foolish. You would do well to learn from me. Listen to my words, for if you do not, life shall be forfeit.”

      “Your words do not frighten me.”

      “They should.” The male paused, a light coming to his eyes. He held up a finger as his gaze swept across the room. “Words only mean so much to you. You are not impressed with my words, my thoughts. Let me ask, what do you know of the histories of the Four Worlds? What do you know of your own history? Consider the past; its relevance has everything to do with the future. I wonder. Before you set out to dissolve the Green Stone and gain the power of creation, did you study knowledge? Do you understand the lore of the Four World? Do you understand the effects of power?” The male began to pace. “Ah, your expression tells me you wonder where I am going with this line of questioning. But I do not want answers from you. I desire to see your reactions as you realize how little you know. You had mentors to teach you, but what did they do other than forsake you? Why are you here, alone? Where are your protectors?”

      Eliesmore gave a strangled cry at the meaning of the words. He felt like a knife ran over his skin, poking and pricking, causing no harm, only irritation.

      “Tell me,” the male went on. “I have a question I desire to know the answer to. Do you know who Shalidir is?”

      Eliesmore paused, a hand involuntarily coming up to wrap around the Light of Shalidir as if it were his shield against the onslaught of words. “She built the fountain where the Green Stone was dissolved.”

      The male flared his nostrils in contempt. “She did much more than that. Nay. Shalidir was a symbol, an old symbol of the Green People from the elder days when the world was young. You have seen it before for you carry a token, and the symbol is on your sword. A green stone within a circle with four points that signify the Four Worlds, north, south, east and west. The symbol was reverend for a time and taken up by the Watchers in the Western and Eastern Worlds. They are the ones who look out for this world and the rise of the immortals. Immortals such as myself. Immortals such as the Green People.” He faced Eliesmore, his red eyes glowing. “And then something happened.” He gave a cruel smile. “Shalidir was born, incarnate in the flesh. Building the fountain where the Green Stone was dissolved was only one of her many achievements.”

      “She would stand before you and curse your methods,” Eliesmore shouted. His resolve began to fade away, his confidence failing. For the first time since dissolving the Green Stone, he felt insignificant, as if his accomplishments no longer mattered in light of the nine-hundred-year-old being who stood before him, issuing a challenge and laughing at him. “I will not listen to you,” Eliesmore went on, his tone dropping. He spoke quickly, to keep his emotions in check. “Draw your weapon, let us duel.”

      The male sighed in disappointment, shaking his head as he held out an arm, pointing at one of the stone statues with wings on her back. “Perhaps now you will listen to me.” He turned to address the statue. “Shalidir. Come forth.”

      Eliesmore gaped in horror as the stones crumbled away, revealing the form of a tall, beautiful Green Lady. Dropping her hands from her face, she lifted her head, her pale eyes seeking Eliesmore’s as she stretched her wings. They fluttered behind her for a moment, reminding him of Visra’s wings. “Are you the One?” she stepped down from her pedestal, holding her silver skirts in her hands. “Have you come to save us? To save the world?”

      Shalidir, if, indeed, that was who she was, dispelled a regal aura. Her eyes were deep with wisdom and sorrow. Her silvery hair stood out around her shoulders. She was the most beautiful Green Person Eliesmore had even seen, and he swallowed hard. A strong desire to save and protect her overwhelmed him.

      “My lady,” he bowed his head, stricken as he was reminded of the vision he’d had in the Cave of Disappearance. She was the replica of the Green Lady who had asked him to save the world before she was consumed by darkness. Her words drifted to his memory. I damned myself for you. Save them. Could it be true? Was Shalidir alive after all those years? “I have come to save the world from the Changers.”

      “Please,” she began, but the male was faster. He snatched her in his arms, a knife glinting in his fist as he held it over her neck, stroking the fragile lines of her throat.

      “Eliesmore,” the male purred. “Now will you listen to my words? Listen to my wisdom and save the life of Shalidir. If you fight me, she shall die.”

      Eliesmore froze.
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      “Put your sword away,” the male went on. “Walk to the altar. Read the book.”

      “If I read, will you let her go?” Eliesmore hesitated, a hand outstretched, warding off the blows that might come.

      “Disobey me and this knife will sink into her heart.”

      “Please.” He heard himself say in a fog. “Please let me save her.”

      The male pulled her tightly against his body, pressing the knife into her throat until she cried out in pain and a trickle of blood ran, staining the top of her silver grown.

      Eliesmore retreated, sheathing his sword as he moved toward the basin and the book. His heart thudded in his chest as fear gripped him. He did not want to read the book. “What will you do with me? After I read the book?”

      “We fight. To the death. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “Will she go free?”

      “Free. There is freedom in life; there is freedom in death. What you define as free determines her fate.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip, searching for an answer, a way out. He glanced at Shalidir, and her eyes begged him, glancing from him to the book. She licked her lips as the knife inched closer to her neck, ready to inflict another wound.

      Eliesmore walked to the book. It lay open to a map of the western side of the South World. Three places had been highlighted, Sidell, Castle Range, and the Holesmoles. Eliesmore gulped, glancing up at the male who held Shalidir.

      “Read,” his voice ordered, and it was not the same calm voice. There was something deep and heinous in his tone. “Read!”

      Eliesmore began to read, and as he read the words lifted themselves off the parchment, floating to his mind, imprinting themselves on his memory. The voices of the words whispered in circles around him before they penetrated, gripping his brain like hands, refusing to let go. The knowledge overwhelmed him as he read, unknowingly turning the pages, his eyes growing wide in horror as he read on. He read of power, the power of mortals, the power of immortals, and darker powers. He read of the power of the Phutal, its origin, and its last known location. He read of the power of the Green Stone, yet the words that struck him, the words that rang out made his strength fail. His hand trembled as he turned the page, realizing what a precautions predicament he’d placed himself in.

      How long he was in the trance, he was unsure. Finally he flipped a page and saw a family tree. At the very bottom of the page, he saw his name.

      Eliesmore. Son of Myran the Cron and Halender the Tider.

      Above his name was his mother’s name.

      Myran the Cron.

      Beside it, to his dismay, was Ellagine’s name.

      Ellagine, Lady of the Green People.

      He blinked. Above it the names of two Green People.

      Daughter of Luthín, Lady of the Green People and Tilyon the Green Person.

      Luthín, Lady of the Green People. Daughter of Magdela the Monrage. Wife of Tilyon the Green Person.

      Bile rose in Eliesmore’s throat as his eyes rose even further to read the names listed there.

      Magdela the Monrage. Daughter of Shalidir, Lady of the Green People and Sarhorr the Changer.

      Shalidir, Lady of Green Person. Daughter of Queen Paleidir, Queen of the Green People and Legone the Swift.

      Queen Paleidir, Queen of the Green People. Daughter of King Islider, King of the Green People and Queen Khalidir, Queen of the Green People. Wife of Legone the Swift.

      As the list of names continued understanding dawned on him and he turned in horror to stare at the male and the Lady of the Green People. The male no longer held her captive, she stood by his side, and her expression was proud and arrogant.

      “You!” He pointed at them, his eyes dropping to the book to confirm what he read there. “Sarhorr and Shalidir. It was you. All along!” His voice shook with rage, his heart thudded in his chest, and the room swam in his anger. Tears threatened to fall, yet he could not fall into a weeping child in front of the age-old enemies of his people.

      He opened his hands, he opened his mouth, and a shriek choked out of his throat, wailing up in the form of green light and exploding out of him. He clenched his fists and screamed, his pent-up sorrow, fury, pain, and rage rolling into one inexplicable emotion. Blood pulsed through his veins as he felt himself change, becoming taller, stronger, more powerful. The knowledge of how to use the power of the Green Stone hit him full force as he walked forward. Green light poured out of his hands like a waterfall, and when he spoke, his voice was thick, layered with many voices. “You!” He snarled, pointing at Sarhorr and Shalidir who watched him as if observing an experiment. “You have damned this world with your deception, your two-faced betrayal, your double-dealing, and your lies. I damn you. I condemn you. I sentence you to death. No longer will you haunt the Four Worlds with your dark deeds.”

      Sarhorr lifted his hands, palm up as he stepped forward, allowing his true form to rise. “Welcome, my son. You have unlocked your power.” He held out his hands, and a black pitchfork flew into them. Sarhorr lifted the pitchfork and hurled it at Eliesmore’s heart.
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      Eliesmore’s rage mounted, and he exploded, hurling lightning bolts of green light at Sarhorr, blocking the blow from the pitchfork. As he flung them he saw Shalidir dive, her wings stretched out as she threw herself in front of Sarhorr. As the light struck her, green stairs appeared at her feet, floating as they stretched upward, out of the tower toward the heavens. Shalidir threw her arms around Sarhorr and dragged him toward the stairs, setting her foot on the wavering light without hesitation.

      Eliesmore recoiled in surprise as the step held her weight and she ran, hand in hand with Sarhorr as they ascended. “No!” Eliesmore shouted, lifting his hands he hurled more lightning bolts and raced after them, taking the stairs two at a time as they climbed. Light danced around him, violet and blue, bolts of it ripping from him as his anger continued to burn. Drawing the Jeweled Sword, he raised it above his head, even as his heart swelled with emotion. “Where are you going?” He demanded. “Why do you run? Face me and fight!”

      “No,” Sarhorr’s voice echoed back to him as they ascended into the stars. “We have no cause to fight. We are done.”

      “You are our son,” Shalidir added. “Family does not betray family. We will not be responsible for your death.”

      “Death,” Sarhorr laughed. “You will wish for death when this is over.”

      Eliesmore watched their fleet feet as the staircase curved sharply and twined away. Pink clouds hovered overhead, and a fog descended. Unable to see he swallowed hard, reaching out through the mist, his hands grasping for substance. A fresh wave of raw pain poured over him as the words to the book flashed before his vision, like a nightmare he could not wake from. As much as he longed to deny it, he knew, without a doubt, the words in the book were true. There was one person, one immortal he knew to confirm the words.

      “I am not your son!” He screamed at them, hearing the torn wail in his voice. It wasn’t true. It wasn’t true. Please don’t let the words be true. Please. Please. He was a Blended One. A mortal. A blend of two Purebloods. He wasn’t what they thought he was. His mother was a Cron. Perhaps she had been raised by the Green People, but his life did not come to this epic moment and fall apart at his feet. He had a quest; he had a task, he had to kill the Changers and their accomplices.

      He chased them until his legs burned from climbing and it seemed his heart would explode out of his throat. His arms were sore, and his voice failed him as they reached the summit. The clouds did not allow him to see how far he’d climbed out of the depths. He came to a platform and found himself standing on the edge of the world. He saw the curves of the heavens as they sloped away, creating the planet the Four Worlds rested in. He gaped in astonishment at the devastating glory and beauty that surrounded him.

      “Where are we?” he regretted the impulsive question as soon as if left his mouth.

      “The edge of the Four Worlds,” Shalidir spoke. She stood above Sarhorr, her wings folded on her back. She tugged his arm, pulling him up the last step to stand with her.

      “Why?” Eliesmore demanded.

      Sarhorr snickered, his red eyes dancing as he glared at Eliesmore. “Do you know what the Green Stone is? The same kind of power that created the Changers. You have become the ultimate Changer. Don’t you see? What you have let yourself become in order to defeat us is power, power you will corrupt because you are a mortal and you have both good and evil in your heart. You have read the book. You know what I say is true.” Slowly he withdrew his hand from Shalidir’s and held up the hand with the ruby ring on it. Holding Eliesmore’s gaze, he slid the ring from his finger, held it out over the expanse and dropped it. “Only the power of the Green Stone allows us to leave this world.” He held up one hand, and Shalidir copied him. “Long may you live. Long may you prosper.” They spoke in unison.

      Eliesmore stared in numb shock as Sarhorr took the last step and Shalidir wrapped her arms around his waist. They were still chanting when they leaped, smashing through the thin veil between the Four Worlds and outer space.

      Eliesmore’s jaw dropped as he watched them spin, entwined in each other, drifting outward. A white flash snapped the atmosphere, and he saw the bodies of a Lady of the Green and a horned shadow disintegrate into dust. When he looked again, he saw two white souls falling, their hands raised in farewell. He squeezed his hands into fists, sank to his knees and roared.
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      Ellagine knelt on the flat gray rocks in front of the underground springs. White steam rose from the heat of those waters and she dropped a hand into a gentle current, the warmth a beacon to her heavy heart. Standing tall she stripped her lean body clean of her work clothes, ripping the silk in places as she undressed. When she finished, she kicked the shredded clothes to the side and pointed a finger at them. “Thiayar.”

      A green flame ignited on her fingertips and hurled itself down to the bundle of cloth. It lifted them in a short-lived fury as it burned, erasing the years of her life in a symbolic gesture. She was no longer the same Green Person who set out with the Green Company. She was no longer the immortal who wished to unite the world of the mortals and immortals. It was over, and yet she did not understand why sorrow sat heavy on her heart. She felt as if someone had come, ripped away her dreams and left her broken and bloody in the jaws of the Holesmoles. Shivering against the riot of fearful thoughts she slid into the waters, falling on her back and letting the steam wash over her. Spreading her arms, she drew the water around her like a blanket as she sank beneath it depths, closing her eyes as the warmth washed over her face. Breath ceased to flow through her body as she lay there, sobs flowing through her body as she wept for what she knew not.

      She was aware a great event had taken place in Daygone, and for brief moments she felt Eliesmore’s rage before the emptiness, the nothingness took over. It seemed as if the threads of his life force snapped, yet he had to have completed his mission, he had to still live and draw breath, or else the world would end. It was likely he knew the truth now, the truth about who she was, what she was. Yes, the blood of the mortals flowed through her, as did the blood of the Changers. She had no choice in the action of her ancestors. When her mother, Luthín, relayed the dark knowledge, Ellagine felt nothing. It was not her fault. She had no choice in the family she was born in, yet, as her mother said, there were still traces. When the Changers felt a violent emotion, she would feel it too. Her mother told her, even when Magdela the Monrage was banished, a deep sorrow struck her for the mother she’d never known. Their identity must be kept secret, and as atonement, they had to do everything in their power to stop the Changers and save the mortals. It was all they could do to combat the darkness that tainted their bloodline.

      Yet, there was a phrase that would not leave Ellagine alone. It buzzed around her, begging her to understand it, to dissect its meaning. She did not understand. If she were supposed to save the mortals, why did this thought bother her? It would not affect the lives of the mortals, in truth, it would keep them safe through the end of the world. If that was truth why did she feel unsettled?

      Invisible fingers of water slipped around her legs, parting them as fingers cleansed her from the filth of her journey, the dirt from her trek through the forest and her time spent in the west with the mortals. Refusing to surface just yet, she spread her arms and wiggled her fingers, encouraging the enchanted waters to wrap around her core and thread through the waves of her long hair, cleaning her from head to toe. She moved back and forth in its essence, encouraging the fingers to build her toward pleasure, arching her back as they moved around her, their pace quickening. The waters tugged her arms above her head, flipping her onto her stomach as they sank her beneath their warm. She allowed the fingers to explore her until she could take it no longer, kicking hard and swinging her arms she tore back to the surface, curling her legs into a sitting position as she moved upward, gasping for breath. Her chest heaved as the mist parted, dissipating as if it could hear her thoughts.

      Droplets of water rolled down her arms like pearls, returning to its sisters, the Waters of Nye. A thought bubble up within Ellagine’s mind, and she lifted a finger to her lips, licking the sweetness of the water off as she considered. It burst through her mind with a sudden shock, like a flash of lightning on a cloudless day. Words whispered from her lips unbidden, yet words she could not take back if she tried. “The new breed.”

      A gasp stirred Ellagine from her musing. She stood up in the Water of Nye as the mist hastened away, refusing to hide her nakedness from the intruder. A male walked out of the woods, standing hesitantly on the gray stones when he saw Ellagine. He was a Green Person, tall and stately, although his cheeks flushed pink, and he dropped his eyes at the sight of Ellagine. Briefly, she glanced down at her green skin, it shone brightly from the heat of the waters while the droplets continued to bead down her breasts, the triangle before her parted legs and the curves of her hips.

      “Fear not,” she told the male. “Those who look upon the Green Lady should have no shame. Beauty should be worshiped, not feared.”

      He lifted his eyes, and she saw the hint of lust he attempted to hide. His voice faulted a moment before he threw back his shoulders and stood tall, moving his gaze to the rocks beyond as he addressed her. “My lady, the Iaen are waking, the Green People are here. We await your presence, my Queen.”

      “Your queen?” Ellagine challenged him.

      “Ci, you are the last of the royal bloodline, all Iaen bow before you. We await your presence to guide us into this new era.”

      “Then there are none left who would question my rule?”

      “None, my Queen. The elders have fled, the Idrains from a hundred years ago have faded into death or taken flight to different lands. You are the only one left who can lead us.”

      Ellagine raised her head high, responsibility floating around her like jewels. It was her time, her turn. After everything she had gone through, her people were turning to her for salvation. The Iaen were hers. A new era had come, it was time to usher in the new breed. “Bring me a new gown, and we shall go.”
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      Numbness swept over Eliesmore as if the heavens opened and rained ice upon his head. Pure rage, hot as molten lava churned within his soul. It leaked out of his eyes in the form of ruby light, and when he turned his gaze from the starry sky and back toward the stairs, the tower, and the gardens of Daygone, he saw a shadow. At the same moment, the ground shuddered and quaked. Below him ripples opened on the surface of Daygone, eating the red gardens, swallowing the red grass and black trees. The tower alone remained untouched. The emerald stairs Eliesmore stood on faded, and as the cold intensified they dissipated and Eliesmore dropped like a stone, falling from the edge of the world toward the ground. Air moved him onto his back, and his eyes continued to stare upward as he fell. A light came out of the atmosphere. Long white hair streamed from it as it streaked past him, toward the ground, a cry coming out of its mouth. It was a falling star. The knowledge did not surprise Eliesmore, he noted it as calmly as he would observe a bird in the sky. He saw three more stars fall through the world; they wept and wailed as they committed suicide, crying out for the one they talked to, the one they sang their songs to, the Changer who had disappeared. Sarhorr.

      Chills shook Eliesmore’s body. When he held up a hand, the tips of his fingers were blue. His teeth chattered in his skull while droplets of ice rolled down his skin. When he breathed out, a cloud of white mist hovered above his face before freezing into a snowflake, the size of his palm, and diving toward the ground. Cries of horror, of pain, and sorrow echoed about him as he fell. He closed his eyes. Death was preferable to the knowledge he held, the power that gripped him and the intense knowledge of what he had done, nay, what they had done. The words of the Truth Tellers rang out in his ears. …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.

      In his wildest imagination, he’d never thought it would come to this sort of horror. As the ground loomed before him, a roar made him open his eyes, and he saw a shadow. It held something up toward Eliesmore. He blinked, his eyes lids burning with the movement as he stared out of frosty eyelashes. A dull rhythm pounded in his chest, a voice, just barely there. Fight. Fight. Fight. The words thrummed through him, although he wanted to close his eyes, give up and die, the rhythm became stronger. Fight. Fight. Fight.

      Threads of power wrapped around him and he stretched them out, allowing the light to rotate his body and slow down the speed of his fall. He flexed his fingers although they cried out in agony against the movement, for they were stiff and sore from the cold. As he neared the shadow, the first star slammed into the ground. A wave of dirt, stone, mud, and frost flew up in the air like a giant heaving into an oversized basin. Cracks rippled across the ground and before Eliesmore could recover a cloud of dust hurled into his face as a second, third, and forth star smote the ground. Fire sprang up, eagerly licking up what life was left. Eliesmore landed, stumbling, his feet refusing to carry him, and he fell, sprawled out at the base of the tower. As he raised his head, he noticed the shadow wasn’t as close as it appeared. It was over a hundred yards away, waiting, watching him as it held a pitchfork in its hands. When Eliesmore looked at it, he recognized it. It was the dark creature he’d seen in the Holesmoles.

      The monster towered fifteen feet into the air with three tails swishing back and forth as it waited. Curved horns rolled back from its skull, and obsidian eyes bored into Eliesmore. A creeping discomfort came over him as if the creature could see into his soul and disliked what it found there. Darkness rippled off the creatures like smoke blowing in the wind. The beast opened its mouth, a yawning cave covered with glittering teeth, threw back its heavy head and bellowed. Stamping its hooves on the ground, it put down its head and charged toward Eliesmore like a raging bull. The thunder of its movements carried across the already trembling ground. Staggering, his limbs still unsteady from the cold, Eliesmore got to his feet. Thoughts of running came and went as swiftly as the wind as rage bubbled up within him again. He set his face, lifted the Jeweled Sword and ran toward the creature, answering its bellow with a shout of his own, letting anger, disbelief, and horror flow out of him.

      Heat poured into his body as he dashed toward the shadows. He lifted his sword and slammed it into the pitchfork with all his might. The creature thundered into him, and darkness plagued his vision, driving him into pitch black misery. A storm swirled around him, an unending blot of inky darkness roared overhead with a vengeance. An eerie howl made the hair on his arms stand up straight. He walked forward, blind, swinging the Jeweled Sword in front of him, searching for the center of the vortex. Emotion, other than anger and rage, faded away. Hope. Love. The determination to save the world disappeared as the words from the book flashed through his vision. Sarhorr and Shalidir. Our Father. Our Mother. The creators of the Monrages. Except they only gave birth to two. Despite the power that flowed between them, the words of the Green People rang true. They never had more than one or two children. The other ten were not naturally born, they were creatures, transformed, duplicated.

      The horns of the creature appeared in the shadows, and Eliesmore knew exactly what it was. The other ten. The remaining Monrages in their shadow form. Something deep, something ancient from the pits of the Holesmoles had been used to create them. If he had been himself, if he had been thinking clearly, Eliesmore would have shuddered in revulsion. As it was, he walked into the center of the swirling darkness. The creature thudded toward him, towering over him. Gritting his teeth, he clenched his fists, thinking the word that lay there. His body screamed at him as he grew, his bones shrieking as they stretched out and lengthened until he stood fifteen feet tall. The world blinked around him, and his breath came short and fast as his body attempted to accustom itself to the unnatural, rapid growth. The beast swung its pitchfork, clanging into the blade of the Jeweled Sword. Red and black sparks flew through the air. They burned Eliesmore’s skin when they touched him, and he flinched. With a yell of rage, he ran for the beast, swinging.
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      “He’s been in there for a week!” Wekin’s high voice called over the battlefield.

      Idrithar whipped around; blond hairs plastered to his sweating forehead and neck. A mound of dead woísts surrounded them. Idrithar and Zhane arrived a day after Eliesmore had disappeared into the rift that led into Daygone. Optimistic was hiding from the woísts and expressed relief to see them, yet his main concern was the lack of communication from Eliesmore. Daygone was silent, hidden from them by an impregnable shield. Idrithar had tried to use his powers to break the shield, but the force repelled him each time. And then the woísts came marching.

      The enhancements of power had almost been enough, but not quite. Yamier and Wekin showed up in the nick of time with glittering eyes as they took down the monsters of the deep, like twin warriors. They appeared invincible. Idrithar was taken aback by the ferocity of their actions; they had become unstoppable warriors. They were Treasure Hunters. Gifted Ones. Despite their abilities, foolish words still slipped from their months.

      Idrithar walked up to the border and tried again. There was a snap of energy as he pushed against it. “The force is weaker now,” he called to them.

      “Can you get through?” Zhane grunted. He stood with his back to them, arms crossed, watching for movement in the desolate fields.

      “No, it’s still too strong,” Idrithar backed away, a sinking feeling starting within him.

      “Wait, I see a ripple,” Optimistic pointed upward. His arms and legs were covered in a mix of black charcoal, brown dust and blood from the ongoing battle with the woísts.

      Idrithar looked to where Optimistic pointed. Toward the heavens, he saw a shimmering as the invisible shield began to fall. A lightning bolt of green shot across the sky and the next moment a deep rumble roared across the sky. Idrithar’s hands flew to his ears and he turned, his feet unsteady. A moment later the ground trembled. Idrithar backed away, “Prepare yourself; we know not what comes through when the shield falls.”

      Drawing the sword of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear, he planted his feet and waited. The ripple continued to fade as the ground shook. In the distance Idrithar heard screams of rage and weapons clashing against each other. He dared to hope. Eliesmore was still alive and perhaps fighting the Dark One. They still had a chance; they still had time to rush in and provide support. Although as the curtain continued to fade away, Idrithar’s mind changed. There was no need to help Eliesmore. He had the power of the Green Stone; surely it was enough. He glanced back at his companions. Optimistic stood on one side, raising his bow with a weary sigh. The tension from waiting and fighting was wearing thin on them. Yamier and Wekin stood to his right, their weapons by their sides as they watched, eyes wide. Aside from grit and dirt, they showed no signs of slowing down. Curious. Very curious. Idrithar sensed Zhane’s anger. They’d arrived too late to warn Eliesmore regarding the vision and Idrithar suspected Zhane blamed him. It wasn’t his fault entirely, what would happen to Eliesmore needed to happen. He assumed. While gambling with fate was risky, it would be worth it for the salvation of the Four Worlds. He understood, perhaps better than the others, the true cost of self-sacrifice.

      A defeating roar thundered through the air. The ground gave a violent shiver, and Idrithar held out his hands for balance as he watched shadows fade and disappear. A few moments later, out of mist and fog, strode a monster.

      The monster was six and a half feet tall and held a sword in one hand, ready to swing, divide and kill. Idrithar sensed the aura of fury radiating from the monster, a deep malevolent darkness, hungry for blood, seeking to kill as if its thirst for blood would never be sated. Red eyes met his as the creature’s black hair flowed down to its powerful shoulders. Idrithar blinked as the monster moved forward and he saw with his natural eyes, it was no monster, only Eliesmore. A vague darkness floated around him, and his green eyes burned like an emerald bathed in firelight. The lines of Eliesmore’s face were hard and his expression odd, as if he held the knowledge of one who’d lived for hundreds of years and was weary from it.

      Idrithar knew, without speaking a word, Eliesmore was corrupted. Instead of defeating darkness, he had become the very evil they sought to fight and kill. Their salvation had turned back upon them. Only time would tell which side he would choose in the ultimate war between the mortals and immortals. Eliesmore was one of them now. Idrithar almost laughed at the absorbedness of it. The years of his life, fighting, hoping and studying the knowledge of the deep had come to this.

      “Woísts approach from the west,” Zhane shouted.

      A ringing began in Idrithar’s ears. He watched Eliesmore walk. He heard the sound of marching as creatures came to reinforce Daygone. A river of red followed Eliesmore, and Idrithar questioned what had happened in Daygone to turn Eliesmore into a monster.
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      The shadow disappeared. One moment he was fighting the beast, the next it had disappeared in a swirl of mist. Eliesmore was left alone, standing in the destruction of Daygone. Great craters covered the ground where the stars had fallen, black holes sucking light and energy into the darkness. Eliesmore swung the Jeweled Sword in confusion, searching for the shadow as black words swirled around him. He knew, even as he searched, it had disappeared, traveling to be with its new master, using the power of the Phutal. The device to open and close portals wasn’t in Daygone after all. When Sarhorr returned from the Eastern World his sister and brother were lying in wait, and they took the Phutal, leaving Sarhorr and Shalidir stranded in Daygone.

      Turning, Eliesmore walked south, a cloud of brooding anger settling around his shoulders. Flashes of red poked at the edges of his vision as if the sky were raining droplets of blood. Eliesmore. Voices whispered in his ears. He shook his head, ignoring them. Eliesmore the Great.

      Leave me alone. He continued to walk as the red moved around his vision and the ground shook. Holding out his hands he allowed light to flow from them, whispering words until the ground settled down, going to sleep like an angry child throwing a tantrum, exhausted from the expense of energy.

      Eliesmore the Great. Eliesmore the Great.

      Ignoring the chant, he strode across the ground, anger rolling off his back in ripples of red. One hand held the Jeweled Sword, the blade pointed down to the ground.

      Eliesmore the Great. Eliesmore the Great.

      What? He shouted in his head, annoyed by the chatter.

      Eliesmore the Great. We hear and obey.

      Pausing he spun around. A patch of red grass froze. His heart thumped oddly in his chest. The words. He’d heard the words before in tales of old. Creatures that inhabited the grass spoke those words to the one who controlled them.

      Zikes?

      Instantly the red grass changed, coming out of camouflage. A sea of four-foot-tall red creatures appeared, gazing at him with abnormally large eyes. Red cones stood on their heads, shimmering with ruby light. Their voices, spoken in unison, became hard and deep. Aye. Eliesmore the Great. We hear and obey. What are our orders?

      Eliesmore, too exhausted to be shocked, turned to keep walking, stomping across the ground, clenching and unclenching the fist that did not hold a weapon. Follow me.

      The creatures flitted back into the red grass, moved after him, and although their voices fell silent he could hear them moving like the waves of the sea, hushed and calm as if they did not want to be heard.

      As Eliesmore approached the border, he saw the barrier that protected Daygone ripple away, and as it did, he saw five warriors standing on a battle field. A thrill of excitement passed through him and for mere seconds he felt like himself again, the old Eliesmore, after he’d dissolved the Green Stone and before he read the words from the dark book. As he looked out, it seemed he saw the spirits of Heroes of Old. He saw the sword of Crinte the Wise and the bow of Marklus the Healer. He saw the blade of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear of Power and the sword of Starman the Trazame. He saw warriors who went on despite what others believed about them and their mission. He saw a group willing to sacrifice themselves for others, and he saw with relief the bow of Legone the Swift was not among them.

      The vision faded before his eyes and as he strode out of Daygone, he saw them. Idrithar. Zhane. Yamier. Wekin. Optimistic. His old self would have been surprised to see them, standing over a battlefield, strewn with the bodies of dead woísts. However, now, he saw the great power that hovered above them, brought on by a combination of the weapons and the power of the Green Stone. Before anyone spoke, he heard the thud of marching.

      “Woísts approach from the west,” Zhane shouted.

      All heads turned, except for Idrithar’s. He stared at Eliesmore and Eliesmore stared back, walking right up to him. “Idrithar.”

      “Eliesmore.”

      “We must go to Sidell, where the Dark Figure resides. I know how to destroy her.”

      “Her?” Idrithar’s eyes shifted past Eliesmore, staring into the wasteland. “Her. Tell me. What happened in Daygone? Where is the Dark One? Is the Phutal destroyed?”

      Eliesmore frowned at the questions, the unsaid accusations. He clenched his fists, his eyes flashing as he stared at Idrithar. “The Dark One is dead. The Dark Figure has the Phutal. We must go to Her.”

      “The woísts are marching; there is a vast army in the west. We must return to the fortress and retrieve your army. As we speak they are in training, the ships are being built, they are almost ready.”

      Eliesmore gave a curt nod, moving past Idrithar. He saw the confusion on the faces of the others. They expected to meet him with joy and excitement, praising his accomplishments, patting him on the back. He knew something about his aura kept them in reserve, and he knew why and he hated himself.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic called out to him, even as he pulled an arrow from his quiver, getting ready for the onslaught of the woísts. “What’s wrong?”

      Eliesmore paused. Zikes. Kill the woísts. The red grass rushed forward, headed toward the marching.

      “Whoa, what is that?” Wekin stepped back, mouth open as he stared at the carpet that moved on its own.

      Eliesmore turned his eyes on the warriors who stood before him. Movement toward the woísts was forgotten as they stared at him. Optimistic alone moved. His arms came down, his bow fell to the ground, and he strode forward, a pillar of light as he reached out his arms. Not a word passed between them as Optimistic lifted his hands, touched Eliesmore’s head and closed his eyes. Eliesmore watched as if he were not there while vines shot out within him, wrapping around the darkness and holding it at bay. “Don’t listen to it.” Optimistic whispered. “Don’t let it control you.” He stepped back.
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      The fog of hate and rage rolled away from Eliesmore’s mind, leaving an intense burning sensation radiating from his core. He nodded at his companions. “The Zikes will kill the woísts for us and clear a path to the fortress. We need the army. We have to return to the west as soon as possible.”

      “Eliesmore, we are thankful you returned to us,” Zhane nodded at him, his face solemn. “You were in Daygone for seven days, we were worried…” he trailed off, unasked questions dropping like snowflakes to rest at their feet.

      “Seven days?” Eliesmore raised an eyebrow, he hadn’t noticed the passage of time, yet when he read the book, the trance captured him body and soul.

      “Will you tell us?” Zhane pressed on.

      “No,” Eliesmore shook his head, glancing at Yamier and Wekin. The two were bigger, more muscular and their eyes glittered. An odd gold sheen surrounded them. Their auras were potent, yet it was the relentless buzz of adventure that made him move toward them. Yamier and Wekin had always been the least heroic, the most troublesome, yet, against all odds, there they were, standing outside of Daygone. At some point, they’d lost their cloaks, and their shirts were torn. Grime covered their faces, and their hair was slicked back from their faces with sweat. “What is done in Daygone is done. We have to ensure no one ever goes there again.”

      “Seal it,” Idrithar suggested. “Use your power…”

      “It will not hold,” Eliesmore swung his arms. “We need a solution other than a shield of protection. Barriers fail and fall; it is not enough.” He glanced at Yamier and Wekin again, holding their eyes for mere seconds. Treasure Hunters. Gifted Ones. Family lines. Bloodlines. They were the ones willing to risk everything, life and limb, for an adventure, for a story they could boast about later.

      Idrithar gave a quick nod, his eyes thoughtful. “We will consider a resolution.”

      “For now, we leave, we rouse the army, we march,” Eliesmore walked south. A moment of hesitation passed before the others turned and walked with him, weapons in hand.

      He sensed their confusion, their restlessness as they moved. They had run, fought, and braved many dangers to join him in Daygone. Expectation of a great victory to celebrate coursed through their veins. His demeanor rendered them mute, and disappointment was swift although they tried to hide it as they walked.

      They’d gone only a mile when he turned to face them, holding out a hand to halt their progress. “I apologize,” his voice came out flat, unapologetic. “My mind is consumed with dark things. Please. Talk. Distract me. Tell me of the journey across the west. Tell me what you saw. Tell me what you learned. My heart is heavy but do not let that stop you from celebrating our accomplishments.”

      “Eliesmore…” Optimistic began but trailed off.

      Zhane took a long drink from a water skin, shaking it for the last few drops before tossing it away. “The west lands are crawling with woísts, they are entering each city, although whether they are destroying the people groups who live there or holding them hostage is unknown. We saw them at Castle Range, in the Monoxie Meadows and entering the Torrents Towers. It is doubtful they will return to the Holesmoles after the Dark Figure is destroyed. They are intelligent beasts. It is likely they will continue with their orders, long after the Dark Figure is gone.”

      Zhane launched into the tale of what happened to him and Idrithar after the battle at the Constel Heights. He explained the death of Dathiem, detailed the flight to Werivment and the reunion with Arldrine. From there, he and Idrithar ran across the lands toward Daygone, stealing a vessel from one of the storehouses of the Torrents Towers to cross the sea and running into Optimistic before they entered the border lines of Daygone.

      Zhane did not explain why he and Idrithar separated from the others and Eliesmore did not press him on the topic. Instead, he watched Zhane’s hands as they held the sword of Crinte the Wise. Each of them carried their weapons openly as if afraid to put them away in case unforeseen monsters rose out of the ground and attacked them. Eliesmore noticed a white aura glowed around Zhane and oracles whisked off of the blade of his sword, fading into the light before Eliesmore could read them. Although, after the encounter in Daygone, he was not keen on reading any ancient words.

      “We found a boat,” Wekin pipped out. For the first time, Eliesmore realized why Wekin talked so much. He was eager for attention and praise. He liked to bask in the glow of other’s opinions, whether it was praise or frustration, he fed on the thoughts of others while proceeding to do exactly what he desired. His character and strength of mind was strong. Wekin was also stubborn. Once he made up his mind, he did not change or lose faith. While he was conscious of right and wrong, and would own up to making mistakes, he’d rather slip through life enjoying adventure and eating bacon. Impatience bounced around Wekin like butterflies chasing each other. It was hard to look at Wekin’s bright aura and all the same hard to ignore it.

      Wekin droned on, his excited chatter spinning across the air like the flower petals of Monoxie, dancing on the back of the friendly wind. He explained, in great detail, how he and Yamier saved the boat from the currents of Werivment, a place Eliesmore desired to visit as the opportunity arose. As they detailed their escapades fighting the woísts, Yamier spoke up. “The first time I lifted the bow, the bow of Marklus the Healer, I heard voices whispering around me. They told me what to do, where to point the arrows, and reminded me to watch my back.” A vague look of confusion passed over Yamier’s glowing face as he spoke, holding up the bow, aiming toward the sky as he let an arrow fly.

      “And the sword of Starman the Trazame…it…it…it fights for me,” Wekin’s words died off. “I told Yamier afterward; we had to do it again and see if it wasn’t just some stroke of fate. We couldn’t stop fighting woísts. There’s a thrill when it comes to fighting, a heady excitement because there’s no fear, we can’t lose. We have the power of the Heroes of Old. So next time the woísts come marching, Eliesmore. Call off your Zikes and let us fight. It’s all we want to do now.”

      His eyes glowed brighter for a moment as he licked his lips, anticipating more bloodshed. For a moment flashbacks invaded Eliesmore’s mind. Now you yearn for years of peace, but it will bring boredom, and soon you will seek strife. You shall seek the ruin of all, which shall be your salvation. He stared at Wekin and Yamier in horror, wondering when they’d turned into such bloodthirsty warriors.

      “We seek peace. Not war. Life. Not death,” the words fells quietly from his lips as he walked. “War is all that stands between us and peace, but when peace comes, we must have the good faith to enjoy it instead of seeking bloodshed.”

      Wekin lifted an eyebrow. “Only if peace allows me to eat bacon by the barrel, and in honor of Dathiem, I will start drinking. Someone needs to honor his memory.”

      A stab of irritation passed through Eliesmore, and he quickened his pace, suddenly wishing to be alone, away from the annoyance of conversation.
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      Arldrine felt a sinking feeling as they walked back into camp. The female Tider, their fearless leader rose, a cloud of anger hovering over her face. In one bound she snatched up her ax, and thundered toward them. “Why is she still here?”

      “Dyinka,” Róta addressed her. Stepping forward, she quickly explained what happened.

      “They refused her?” Dyinka stood with her hands on her hips, incredulous. “Do you understand what that means? We have to give them something, or they will slaughter us all.”

      “Surely it will not come to that,” Arldrine spoke up tentatively, watching Dyinka’s face to see how far she could push. “You understand the ways of the people of the mountains, surely you can reason with them?”

      “You understand nothing!” Dyinka snapped. “There is no reasoning with the Therian. A sacrifice must be given.”

      “But why a mortal? A life? Surely a great kill would be more worthwhile to them. There must be a need for food to feed their clan.”

      “It’s different.” Róta shook her head. "They hunt and feed themselves, but what they need are females to procreate. Their line is dying out just as the Ezincks are dying out. The old die young, the young do not live many moons, babies are born and yet they die. It is the way of the mountains, the way we were taught. Male and female must live separate, so we can be free and independent.”

      Arldrine eyebrows creased. “What about marriage and families? Is there no such thing?”

      “No,” Dyinka scowled. “Marriage to a male Therian means we come under his rule, it undermines our abilities. Therefore, a sacrifice is needed.”

      “How can that be true? If two people love and respect each other, the union will not take away their freedom and independence. It will help make a greater impact in the world and create new life to build up a stronger tribe.”

      “We have no knowledge of such ideas,” Dyinka’s dark eyes bored into Arldrine’s, challenging her way of thinking.

      “No knowledge?” Arldrine went on, determined not to be intimidated. “You live and thrive because everyone does their part and together you are a stronger people. Take myself, for example, I have dreams for the Ezincks. I want to see them rise again but I am only one person. I came here to help but, as a whole, you are set against me. You are stronger than I because you have many on your side and you all have the same mindset. Imagine what we could accomplish if we join with the Therian? A sacrifice would no longer be required. You would find safety and security instead of waiting for an attack. Your numbers would improve and the concern of dying out will vanish. In believing in this false independence and forcing the males to walk away, you are limiting your freedoms. Division means we are alone, uniting means together can step into a new era.” Arldrine paused as she watched their faces, hoping against hope they would agree with her.

      Dyinka stepped back, crossing her arms as she eyed Arldrine. It was Róta who spoke up. “Arldrine. I am sorry, but I don’t understand. We don’t need them. We are enough.”

      “Male and female, we are enough,” Arldrine agreed, her thoughts forming as the words left her tongue. “We are enough as individuals. We can stand, we can fight, we can be strong and independent. We are enough. But if we choose to be together, if we choose a tribe, a clan, and if we go even further and choose a mate, everything changes. We think, not only of ourselves as independent, but as a whole. If we choose to unite with another, mind, body, and soul, it changes us. Now, self is the last thing we think about, we are concerned with the unit, with the whole. It is no longer about ourselves and what we choose, it’s about what is better for us, and if we operate in like-mindedness outside of our selfish thoughts, we can become so much more. The possibilities become infinite because we are together. I made a mistake in coming here alone. I always think I can do everything myself, and while that may be true, if I had listened to the one who chose me, it would be different now. He could intercede with the Therian on your behalf, and I could intercede on your behalf. He is one of them, and I could be one of you. I came alone, and I see now I was wrong.”

      Dyinka’s frown deepened, and her eyes shifted back and forth as if weighing the words Arldrine spoke. Finally, she lifted her chin, and her voice came out harsh and firm. “Yes, you were wrong.” Spinning she lifted a hand and commanded, “Send her horse, Goldwind as a sacrifice. The Therian may relent if we send a talking beast.”

      A bolt of fear struck Arldrine as if someone punched her gut. “No,” she clasped a hand over her mouth, unable to stop the urgent shriek of fear. She took a deep breath before she spoke again. “Please, you don’t understand. Goldwind is my friend.”

      Dyinka narrowed her eyes. “We were more than willing to sacrifice you, what makes you think you can save your horse? You will stay here with us with your high-minded ideas, while they are not completely wrong, joining with the Therian is impossible.”

      “Please, we can work through this!” Arldrine begged.

      Dyinka turned her back and whistled. “Give the signal!”

      Blood rushed to Arldrine’s head as she spun, picking a direction at random she dashed forward as the Ezinck warriors moved around her. “Goldwind!” She screamed. “Where are you?”

      “Stop her!”

      “Capture her!”

      She dogged throwing a fist as a hand reached out. She kicked at the next body that came toward her and threw a punch as someone slammed into her back, tackling her to the ground. “No!” She shouted as a hand, heavy on her head, pressed her cheek to the stone. “You can’t do this! Please. We must figure out something else.”

      “This is the Tribe of Minas, and you must bow before our authority,” Dyinka’s voice thundered. There was more, but fury roared through Arldrine’s ears as the sinking feeling returned and someone clotted her over her head. Her last thought before she sunk into darkness, was a cry for help. An ally. For their stubborn hearts refreshed to turn.
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      The call of a bird pierced the air, a high sweet note, calling, calling, calling. Optimistic tilted his head up, narrowing his blue eyes to watch. A black raven flew back and forth, yet it did not call out in warning, only surprise at the group of travelers walking across Sanga San. Sunshine warmed Optimistic’s shoulders, yet he still shivered with cold.

      “It’s the turn of a new year,” Idrithar called. He’d found a thick branch when they crossed the Sang Sizge Hills and was using it as a walking stick. It made him appear more like the old Idrithar, the wise Cron Optimistic had met so long ago.

      “A new year?” Wekin rubbed his hands across his arms, attempting to warm up as his breath blew out in a white cloud, a halo above his head. “Don’t we usually name the new year?”

      Frost and snow covered the ground, and even the red Zikes were slowing down, huddled together as if they’d rather be underground, or back in Daygone where the fires kept them warm.

      Idrithar held up three fingers. “Since the reign of Magdela the Monrage, the naming of the years is controlled by the Black Steeds. It has been years since the White Steeds named the year. Last year was the Year of the Rakhai; this is the Year of the Great Conqueror.”

      Eliesmore was silent although his green eyes glanced at Idrithar’s in acknowledgment. Optimistic watched, a growing discomfort surrounding him. When he touched Eliesmore, he felt the darkness swirling inside of him, and a deep hopelessness and sorrow. Even in the midst of darkness, the light of the Green Stone still pulsed and so Optimistic spoke the words to bury the darkness, yet Eliesmore was changed all the same. He was quiet and brooding. At times a vile expression of disgust came over his face and he walked faster with his head down, contemplating.

      Hope was the reason they pushed forward, and Optimistic questioned what had happened in Daygone and wished he had been there with Eliesmore.

      “The Year of the Great Conqueror,” Eliesmore repeated. “It will not be an easy year. We go to war. We will wipe the abominations of the Dark Figure and her army of woísts from the face of the Four Worlds.”

      Optimistic sensed there was more, much more Eliesmore desired to say, but his eyes flickered, and he grew silent. Noting Eliesmore’s distant and angry expression, Optimistic slowed down to speak with him, dropping his voice to keep the conversation between the two of them.  “Eliesmore. You know you can talk about what happened in Daygone. You don’t have to hold it inside to spare us, to spare me. I’ve told you, I am the keeper, the protector of the Green Stone and I can sense something terrible happened. Someone wronged you.”

      Eliesmore sighed and his eyes narrowed. “Optimistic. No should know what I know. No one should see what I have seen.”

      “Is that what is bothering you? Considering these are dark days in the South World, we have all seen and heard things that would make our hope fade, yet here we are. Here you are. Even with what happened in Daygone, you are still alive.”

      “I know too much now. I don’t feel like myself. I don’t know if I can ever look on this world with the same eyes. Do you know what the Changers have done? What the immortals have done? They have cursed us all!”

      “Is this because of what the Truth Tellers told you or what you learned in Daygone?”

      “They are all linked. Their messages are one and the same. Why didn’t I listen? Why didn’t we listen? No Optimistic, you are a good friend, you don’t deserve to be privy to the darkness. Let your mind be at peace while it can be.”

      “I can’t Eliesmore. Not when I look out and see you suffering. The light is fading, how can I rest easy?”

      “I can’t speak about it. The hurt runs deep. I am cursed,” he fell silent and turned his face away.

      Optimistic felt as if he were sliding down a mountain, his fingers grasping for something solid to hang on to and he came up with nothing every time. “Eliesmore. Don’t let the hurt stop you from hoping. We’ve come so far. Think of all you have accomplished.”

      Eliesmore shrugged, adding nothing more. Optimistic opened his mouth to say more, but he could sense the wound pulsing and the fingers of darkness reaching out to crush the light. Reaching out he touched Eliesmore’s shoulder. “When you are ready, I am here.”
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      Muffled chatter rose through the air, and Eliesmore heard the distinct sound of hammering. Snow fell in clumps about the group as they neared the fortress in mid-January. They were cold, hungry, sore, and, admittedly, Eliesmore knew nothing would be better than a hot meal, a warm bath, and clean clothes. The grime from the journey stuck to him like burrs.

      Shouts echoed through the forest as Idrithar led the way, winding through the thick underbrush. Eliesmore glanced up and saw an Xctas fly ahead, giving a sharp cry as it called out, warning the others. His heart beat hard in anticipation as he heard the scurry of people and beasts. He wanted to call out to them, announcing it was only himself and his friends, those who fought, those who were willing to save the world. The words died on his tongue as he walked out into a clearing and a roar reached his ears.

      The doors to the fortress stood wide open, and on every step were males, females, animals, horses, Mermis and Xctas. Their hands lifted as they cheered, and their mouths opened in shouts of celebration, praise and joy. Their salvation had come, hope had arrived, the White Steeds now had a fighting chance.

      The roar rushed through Eliesmore’s ears, and his hands fell to his side as he stared, wonder and astonishment crossing his face. The world slowed down, and a warm glow of joy sneaked its way through his heart. The darkness faded, leaving nothing but light. He turned around to look at his companions. Optimistic clapped him on the shoulder, nodding in encouragement. Yamier and Wekin ran forward, hands in the air, their tongues babbling. Even Zhane and Idrithar grinned like fools.

      Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka stood by the double doors, their faces stoic yet their eyes warm as they lifted their hands in welcome.  Eliesmore walked forward in a daze as the celebration continued, and it seemed for a moment he stepped away from his physical self and saw the fortress, not as a building or a place to hide, but a home and a place to rejoice. The words to “Song” floated to his ears. “They will come out and rejoice for evil has been receded…”

      The cheering continued as he walked up the broad steps, nodding and shaking hands, but when he entered the fortress, his jaw dropped. White Steeds lined the room, bursting at the seams. Mermis. Crons. Tiders. There were more on the stairs, their jolly faces beaming and eyes shining with tears of joy. White horses stood in the halls leading down to where the barrels came in. A few squirrels perched on their backs, taking a moment from gnawing at nuts to cheer. A few shrews, various birds and rabbits joined them, noses in the air, sniffing as they celebrated. Eliesmore noted Flywinger and he breathed with relief. Skip and Bruthen clapped their hands, nodding in excitement. They looked much better in clean clothes, and their bodies had rounded out.

      The voices shouted and cheered until Eliesmore’s ears rang from the din and he was relieved when Leaka touched his arm, leading him down a hall to the bathing rooms.

      When at last he fell back in a hot bath and scrubbed away the dirt and blood from his quest, he felt something like relief flood his soul, and the dark words from the book seem to fade, leaving nothing but peace. He put back his head and closed his eyes. But when he brought up his hand to touch the Light of Shalidir, he noticed, for the first time, it was gone.
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* * *

      Eliesmore dressed quickly, buttoning his white shirt and shrugging an emerald green tunic over it. He ranked through his memories, trying to recall the last time he’d held the Light of Shalidir. He knew he’d had it in Daygone, but after reading the book and dealing with the events there, he could not recall touching it. A cold stab went through him, and inky black fingers reached for his heart, ready to destroy his faith, threads reaching out to crush the light. Fingers trembling, he pushed the thoughts away as he buckled the Jeweled Sword around his waist. Exiting the chambers, he marched down the hall again, his feet sinking, with pleasure, into the new boots he wore.

      “Eliesmore,” Yamier called, scurrying to catch up with him. Wekin was further down the hall, staring into a mirror and fixing his hair, tilting his head and grinning at himself. “We’re going up to the dining hall. There is a feast waiting for us.”

      “Where is Optimistic?” Eliesmore glanced down the hall.

      “Here,” Optimistic called from the stairs. “Waiting on you lazy lot, what took you so long? Haven’t you had a bath before?”

      Wekin chuckled. “It’s been a year! I forgot how nice it is, and to think we can actually sit back with full bellies. I can’t wait.”

      Eliesmore’s stomach rumbled in agreement and he sighed, appreciating Optimistic’s teasing words, attempting to allow lightness to enter his heart again. The dark and gloom had to fade, at least for tonight. This night they would celebrate all they had accomplished. “Yamier, Wekin,” Eliesmore glanced at the two as they walked up toward the dining hall. “I want you to meet Skip and Bruthen. You like sailing but, they know everything there is to know about the sea.”

      Wekin put his nose in the air. “I doubt that. I am Wekin the Navigator. Wekin the Mapmaker. Wekin the Warrior. No one can teach me anything.”

      Yamier stuck out his foot, tripping Wekin who fell flat on his face with a yell.

      “Perhaps some humility would do you well,” Optimistic laughed.

      “Where’s Idrithar when you need him,” Yamier chortled.

      Wekin picked himself off, smoothing down his clothes and sticking his nose back in the air. “Stop messing with me Yamier or I’ll drown you like one of the fishes.”

      “Are you sure you know how Wekin? Since you can’t even navigate on land.”

      “Aye!” Wekin yelled, leaping forward.

      Yamier dodged him and ran ahead, laughter pealing down the halls.

      Optimistic faced Eliesmore, the mischief leaving his face as he raised an eyebrow, an earnest look coming over his face. “Feeling any better?”

      Eliesmore shrugged, torn between the desire to confine in Optimistic and the need to hide the dark secrets he knew. “Better. I think. But I lost something precious, and I believe I lost it in Daygone.”

      Optimistic’s brows knitted together. “What was it?”

      A flash of fury bolted through Eliesmore’s mind, and he quickly dropped his face and turned, attempting to suppress the rage. “The Light of Shalidir.”

      Optimistic’s head snapped back, and confusion crossed his face as his lips turned down. Before he could say anything, a group of mice came around the curve of the lighted hall, fanning themselves as if they had just been run over. The leader stood about a foot tall while the others stood about eight inches tall. “Why Duríment, is that you?” Optimistic cried.

      The mouse swept off his white hat and gave a sweeping bow, showing off his fine whispers and long, elegant tale. He wore a stiff suit of white and stood on his hind legs. “Duríment and Company at your zervice.” He remained bowing just a moment too long before standing again. “Yez, Optimistic. We are ‘zhamed of how we ran at de zlightezt worry o’ de Black Zeeds. We have returned to your zide again, to de fortrezz and to carrying barrelz ‘gain.”

      “I’m so glad, we missed you here,” Optimistic exclaimed, bending so that he was on eye level with the mice.

      “Aye, dat we did, dat we did,” echoed the mice behind Duríment.

      “Let me introduce you to Eliesmore the One,” Optimistic turned to Eliesmore.

      “I am pleased to meet you and glad you have returned,” Eliesmore smiled.

      Duríment and Company whipped off their beautiful hats and bowed. “At your zervice,” their shrill voices cried.

      “Thank you,” Eliesmore nodded.

      Duríment and Company scurried on and Eliesmore continued with Optimistic.

      “What were you saying about the Light of Shalidir?” Optimistic returned to their earlier conversation.

      “Nothing,” Eliesmore shrugged the thought away. “It is no bother. I don’t need it anymore. Right now, I want to know where Lythe is. I would very much like to see him again.”

      “We shall find him after we eat,” Optimistic agreed.

      They ascended toward the banquet halls while voices cheered around them. Hands reached out to touch Eliesmore’s shoulders, and he forced polite smiles and nodded, clasping hands and listening to the names that were poured into his ears and instantly forgotten. The people rejoiced, he heard their words of thanks and praise, and yet, he could not help but wonder, where were all these people a year ago? Were they in hiding? Did they turn a blind eye while the world was destroyed? They were here now because it was easy, much easier to join after not one, but two great victories have been achieved. That is, if Daygone counted as a victory. Eliesmore scratched the back of his neck as a niggling pricked his spine. He wished he could forget what happened there, what he read, what he saw. He let the crowds pass over him until he arrived at the hall and another burst of welcome and congratulations swept over him. His face flushed as one by one, the Crons, Tiders, and Mermis stood in thunderous applause that shook the very foundations of the fortress.

      By the time Eliesmore was able to sit down, he was hot, sweaty and his head buzzed from the noise. For mere moments he wished he were alone or back in the glade of Shimla, dancing with the Iaen. Wekin sat across from him, elbows on the table, deep into his second plate of bacon. Now and then he’d emerge to down a glass of ale and overwhelm whoever he was sitting next to with tales of the adventures of the Green Company. Right now, he was telling the tale of when they were trapped in the Holesmoles and the Python attacked them.

      Eliesmore mechanically shoved food into his mouth, washing it down with sweet wine. It was some time before his eyes stopped glazing over and he sat up straight, waving as he saw Skip and Bruthen from across the room. He motioned for them to join him and Optimistic. Although they sat at a long table, Crons and Tiders kept getting up and coming back, revolving to different seats in the hall as if to give everyone a chance to speak to the great heroes of their day and age.

      “Eliesmore!” Skip and Bruthen came up while Optimistic pulled out chairs for them.

      “You didn’t tell us,” Skip grinned, her eyes lighting up with excitement. “This place is paradise. Everyone is happy and kind,” she bit her lip, her eyes sweeping across the room.

      “Yamier, Wekin, meet Skip and Bruthen, children of the sea,” Optimistic said.

      Wekin jumped, jolted out of his story. “Children of the Sea?” He saluted Bruthen and winked inappropriately at Skip. “Oh, no one told me you’re female,” he grinned.

      Skip flushed as she sat down while Bruthen tried to frown and smile at Wekin at the same time, a confused expression crossing his face.

      “Don’t mind him,” Yamier pushed Wekin aside. “My lady, it is a pleasure,” he took Skip’s hand and smiled. “Burthen, welcome. Tell me. I want to know more about the sea. Wekin and I traveled back here through the currents of Werivment in a boat, and we had many heated discussion regarding navigation by the Green Light.”

      Eliesmore tuned out their conversation, letting the red wine make his vision fuzzy.

      “Of course, I will go sailing the next chance I get,” Wekin’s boisterous voice cut into his thoughts. “Not in the rivers, mind you, they are much too small for adventures. I want to see monsters and Under Water World People out in the Jaded Sea. One day, I’ll sail to Oceantic.”

      Yamier grinned. “Wekin likes to take credit, but sailing is my idea, I will have a ship.”

      “I will have a ship too,” Wekin nodded, winking at Skip.

      “I was thinking of getting married and opening an inn…” Burthen began.

      “Bah, no, you can’t. That’s what Trazames do. Settle down, get married, stay boring. That’s why they don’t have any adventure in life. Just imagine a storm on the high seas, your ship getting tossed this way and that, escaping from the perilous rocks when a sea monsters rears its ugly head and tries to eat you…”

      Eliesmore stood up, excusing himself from the din. He yawned, surprised at how tired he was. He wandered down the hall, back toward where the barrels came in. Around him the animals chattered and snoring in a corner, he found Lythe. The lion had grown much bigger in their months of separation, and an old fondness rose in Eliesmore. He lay down beside Lythe and put his arms around him. Lythe nuzzled him through his sleep, mumbling. “You came back. I missed you.”

      “Yes. Hush now. Sleep,” Eliesmore whispered. He lay his head on Lythe’s back and closed his eyes, hoping the darkness would fade, hoping he’d find the light, even though everything inside of him felt broken and ruined.
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      A bell rang in Eliesmore’s head. He could not turn it off. The din kept growing until it turned into a voice, screaming with the fury of a thousand monsters. A red-eyed horned shadow turned to him and opened its mouth, a gaping hole with winds of blackness rushing out of it. White claws flashed and streaks of blood covered the ground as the people groups ran in terror. As they fled, the skin slipped from their backs, and their pure white souls turned black. Falling to the ground they shrieked in misery as one by one, the shadow swept over and consumed them, male, female, young, old, rich, poor, children, the future of the Four Worlds, eaten, one by one.

      

      Eliesmore sat up with a strangled yell, his heart racing as the dream faded. He waved his arms in front of his face, breathing hard as he glanced around to see who he had awoken. Lythe slept on, his body rising and falling as gentle snores escaped from his half-open mouth.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic’s voice came from nearby. He was propped up on the other side of Lythe with a pillow and blanket. “We are at the fortress. Remember? All is well.”

      Eliesmore glanced down at the blanket covering his feet and back over to Optimistic. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came looking after you disappeared last night. Someone has to watch over you. I thought you might sneak off.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip, recalling his dream. “No, not yet.”

      “Was it a bad dream?” Optimistic inquired, shaking out the blanket as he folded it, dropping it down on top of his pillow.

      Eliesmore leaned over to stroke Lythe’s mane. The lion was almost full grown, and Eliesmore wondered about his rapid growth. He shook his head at Optimistic’s question. “It was a dream or vision,” he felt the darkness rise up within him. “We are running out of time.”

      Optimistic was silent, waiting as if Eliesmore might go on. Instead, Eliesmore stood, stretching his sore muscles and patting the wrinkles out of his clothes.

      “No matter,” Optimistic went on. “We have to leave.”

      “Why?” Eliesmore raised his eyebrows in surprise. “We just got here.”

      “I know, but the Mermis want to have a word with us, a council, up in the Cloud Kingdom.” Optimistic smiled. “Can you imagine? We’ve never been invited up there before.”

      “Nay,” Eliesmore cocked his head, noting the lust of adventure and deep curiosity that settled over Optimistic’s face, and he wished he cared.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Within the hour, Eliesmore found himself outside again. Instead of going around to the front of the fortress, Optimistic led him out to the back, winding through the tangled woods until they came to an opening, and the white shores of Oceantic spread before them. Optimistic walked off to greet some Crons while Eliesmore surveyed the area.

      On the beach great trees were being felled, sharp axes taken to tree trunks which were chopped, sanded down and used to build great ships. Four massive structures perched on the shore where the outcropping of trees had been cut back to make room for them. A bolt of fury passed through Eliesmore as he watched the Crons and Tiders, a mix of male and female, set to work, building the ships that would guide the passage across the Jaded Sea to the western countries of the South World.

      Narrowing his eyes, he clenched his fists, spinning to face whoever was beside him. “Who gave them permission to cut down the trees?” He demanded, almost spitting with the intensity of the anger he felt. All of nature was alive, he knew this with certainty, especially after Daygone and his encounter with the Zikes. Yet he felt as if an unspoken massacre had taken place and the people groups were okay with sacrificing the life of the trees to build temples to carry them wherever they wished. He knew it was irrational of him to be furious at their actions, especially since he desired to cross the sea as soon as possible and hunt down the Dark Figure. In fact, he wished himself into the ships now. There was no need to wait for winter to thaw, he needed to go. The anger pulsed deep inside him, twisting together like mangled roots.

      Zhane, who stood behind him, crossed his arms. “The trees were dead, they gave their lives willingly.”

      The words softened Eliesmore’s anger, yet he clenched his jaw all the same. “Who determined the trees were dead? There is still life in this wood. I can feel it.”

      Zhane gave him an odd look. “I feel it too. The Mermis determine what happens here in this fortress when the leaders are away. Eliesmore, we haven’t spoken about what happens after the three deeds are complete,” he gestured west. “I want you to know, Idrithar and I don’t intend to return. There will be no need for White Steeds to hide in this fortress although I assume many will come because this place has a homeward tilt. The Mermis used to live here, once, but now the Cloud Kingdom is built and there they will dwell. Eliesmore. The time is coming when the immortals will no longer intertwine their fates with mortals. They fight to give the world back to the mortals, and once it is ours, I believe they will disappear.”

      “You have an interesting perspective on the turn of events,” Eliesmore’s voice turned hard and clipped. “I have not considered what happens after this, should I survive.”

      Zhane touched his shoulder. “What you do depends on if you want to survive this final task, the third deed. It is not without its dangers.”

      Eliesmore crossed his arms but did not reply. Zhane’s words struck a chord within. Since returning from Daygone, he had considered nothing aside from killing the Dark Figure. Even at the thought bloodlust rose up within him and he blinked to keep his vision clear.

      “It will take time to build the ships, in the meantime, I must go to Shimla. Would you like to come with me?” Zhane asked, watching a group of Crons hammering together the base of a ship. Shouts echoed across the landing, and a crash sounded as another dead tree fell to the ground.

      “Why?” Eliesmore avoided the question.

      “Arldrine has not returned from the mountains. She and Ellagine have always been close. I wonder…” he trailed off.

      Eliesmore shuddered. “You should stay away from Shimla. The Iaen, if there are any there, will not tell you anything useful. If you seek the truth, you should ask the Truth Tellers. They alone know the wisdom of the world. They will give you the truth instead of mysteries construed to meet their purposes. Stay here, strategize with me. Leave the Iaen in peace.”

      “You sound as if you no longer trust the Iaen,” Zhane’s voice dropped. “What happened in Daygone?”

      A flame of fury burned within Eliesmore. He hugged his arms around his chest, attempting to hold it in. The world danced before his eyes until red frayed on the edges of his vision. He almost spit fire when he answered Zhane. “You ask what happened? You are not one of the wise ones, otherwise I would ask you, when did the mortals close their eyes? When did they stop seeing the truth? The Iaens own up to their mistakes. They turn on each other, they told me, again and again: ‘Beware the Green People. They are up to something.’ Tell me, have you heard those words before? And if you have why did you do nothing?”

      “Eliesmore,” Zhane faced him head-on, a shadow coming over his stern face. “A conversation like this should not be held here, not now. Yes, I know some sayings, we did nothing because they were leaving, and look, do you see any of them here? Where are the Iaen now?”

      “You knew!” Eliesmore practically spit at him. “You knew, and you did nothing!”

      A storm of anger rolled over Zhane’s face. He took a deep breath, one hand flying to his sword, squeezing the hilt until his fingers turned red. “Eliesmore, there is more, much more than you know. It is difficult to explain the reasoning behind every action.”

      “Difficult to explain? Do you know what they have done?” He stepped closer to Zhane, slowing down his words as he flung them like stones, ensuring every word struck home. “The Iaen aren’t our allies, perhaps they never were. They have always been on their own side, the side of the Changers and other immortals. It's never been about saving the world, not for them, it’s about saving themselves.”

      Before Zhane could respond, Wekin ran up to them, grabbing them both by the shoulders. “The Silver Herd is here. It's time!”

      Zhane spun and strode away before Eliesmore could utter another word.
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      White horses circled the air. Eliesmore watched as the beasts alighted, one by one. Indonesia, Leaka and Sletaira dismounted and when they saw Eliesmore, they walked toward him. “Welcome,” Indonesia bowed her head and held out a hand. “Come, we will go the Cloud Kingdom.”

      Questions rose and died on his lips as he allowed her to lead him to a white horse. As he looked at the doe-like eyes of the great stallion, he saw it was a dumb beast, even though it pawed the ground and bent its head toward him. Eliesmore mounted with ease, taking a firm grip of the horses’ silvery mane as the beast spread its white wings. One moment they were on the ground, the next they hovered in the air was the wings beat against the sea breeze. Eliesmore glanced toward the ground, searching for Zhane although he did not regret the words he’d said. His delivery could have been kinder, but leaders like Zhane needed to know the truth. Something white touched his face, and Eliesmore gasped in surprise as clouds swallowed his vision and a fine mist covered the sky.

      A shout drifted to his ears as Wekin flew by, waving and shouting. “Isn’t this fun? I love flying!”

      Yamier wasn’t far behind him. “How come we’ve never flown before? It’s almost better than sailing.”

      “Oh Yamier,” Wekin laughed.

      Optimistic’s mount flew beside Eliesmore. “They sing songs of the kingdom in the skies,” Optimistic remarked, his voice full of awe. “The words of a world beyond knowledge twining through my soul. The liquor gold of my soul poured out in surrender.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Eliesmore nodded, recognizing it although the words failed to stir his hard heart. “How do you find the words?”

      “I know all is not lost. We have a Creator. A purpose…”

      A gust of wind blew up, taking the rest of Optimistic’s words away. Eliesmore put a hand to his ear and shrugged, letting Optimistic know he couldn’t hear him. Instead, Eliesmore turned his gaze forward as they swam in the white ocean of clouds.

      Golden light blinked into view, and he saw a riot of color as a female Mermi flew by, arms uplifted. Her dark hair was held in place by a golden headband and she wore dark green feathers with wings on her feet. A pureblooded Mermi, unlike Indonesia, Sletaira and Leaka. A shimmering essence danced through the air and Eliesmore heard sweet voices lifted in song. Stringed instruments played along with flutes, a long, deep melody, a tune which spoke of the end of sorrow and a new year, a new age of hope. A scent imbued the air, the way he imagined sugar and gold to smell if he could give names to such a scent. He took a deep breath as the horse continued to climb before it finally burst out of the mist into clear blue skies.

      The horse tucked its wings in and stretched its neck out into a gallop, thudding over the sea of clouds as if they were a silver road, leading the way toward a gold glitter which hid in the clouds. Eliesmore gaped openly as he stared. As far as his eyes could see was a white sea of clouds. Below the clouds, blue skies stretched onward. Although Eliesmore expected it to be cold, sunshine warmed them and pointed its rays toward the kingdom in the clouds.

      A cloud passed in front of Eliesmore before his vision cleared one again and he saw a golden building, glittering with silver and gold as it hung in the sky, a towering castle swirling onwards as far as the eye could see. His breath caught, and he realized the sudden longing and pining the Mermis had. They desired to go home, and here it was, finally, a place only accessible by flight, the city in the clouds, the kingdom of the Mermis.

      The Silver Herd rose before him, some with riders, others barebacked as they flew toward the spiraling citadel. A golden bridge rose out of the clouds, wide enough to allow ten horses to walk side by side as they entered the city. Mermis lined the bridge, welcoming the newcomers, touching the horses as they flew off in cycles of five, back and forth. Eliesmore dismounted and a blonde Mermi bowed. “Welcome to the hall of the Mermis, please, we have a prepared a feast to welcome you. Please follow the guides to the banquet hall.”

      Eliesmore’s mouth felt like ash at the sound of food, yet the retort died on his lips as he entered the kingdom. His feet danced across an odd substance, and looking down he expected to see a carpet, yet the floors were silver and sprung back up at him. The walls turned into mirrored glass, showing Eliesmore a picture of himself. He looked like a Tider, tall and dark, with a lost look on his face. Startled he dropped his gaze, avoiding his reflection in the mirror, for he did not feel like himself.

      When he turned, he saw Yamier and Wekin at his side. They were dressed like royalty with their light hair combed back from their tanned faces. Their jeweled eyes were wide in admiration as they gazed around the hall.

      “Wow,” Yamier whispered, straightening his shoulders and pulling down his green tunic as if preparing for the presence of greatness.

      Wekin gave a slow whistle and scratched the back of his neck. “How long have the Mermis been working on this?”

      Optimistic joined them, shaking back his blonde hair, a smile coming to his kind face. “It is magnificent, isn’t it.”

      Eliesmore nodded in silent agreement as he watched the light turn into a rainbow of colors, reflecting off the mirrors. Mermis appeared at the curves of the passageway, wearing silver shifts and pointing onward. Golden circlets covered their vibrant hair while they wore gold bracelets on their arms and legs. Some of them had pointed faces while others appeared more natural looking as if an immortal Mermi could be called natural.

      As the Crons walked into the great expanse of the dining hall, Eliesmore’s eyes widened. He stared at the myriad of Mermis and the indescribable delights of the dining hall. Stringed music filled the air, while joyful voices called to each other, a combination of song and speech, both in the common tongue and the language of the Mermis. Long tables laden with sweet fruit, rich meat, and intoxicating liquor covered the tables. Low colorful couches with pillows and cushions lined the hall, many of them already taken by a mix of Mermis with Crons scattered in-between. Someone passed Eliesmore a glass of liquid and he drained it one gulp, his mind growing fuzzy as he relaxed it the delights. It was all too easy to let go of his anger and drift away on clouds of pleasure. He fell on a cushion as a dark-haired Mermi brought him a tray of fruit. She refilled his cup and sat down beside him, and thus Eliesmore let himself be seduced by the Cloud Kingdom, and his woes melted away.
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      The celebration continued long into the night. Just as the sunset, when the first stars were coming out, Indonesia found Idrithar and, taking his hand, took him to her airy chambers. She shut the door, putting a finger to her lips as she eyed him. They stood silent, face to face until his fingers brushed blue feathers and gray mist from her shoulders.

      As if answering an unspoken whim her bright feathers gathered in a pile on the chamber floor while the mists floated above them, leaving her fully exposed to him. She tilted her face upward, enjoying the freedom of her naked body, and the expression of appreciation he wore on his face. Even though they had been together for over two decades, occasions like this were rare. It seemed they were always traveling, one, or the other was coming and going, leaving no time for enjoyment.

      She recalled the first time she’d seen Idrithar when the Silver Herd arrived with Cuthan in tow. They were headed for their last adventure, to search for the truth of the Creator and see what lay at the Pillars of Creation. It was a journey many undertook, and none returned from, a journey Indonesia was excited to make until she saw Idrithar. He’d been sitting in the dining hall, listening to the elders speak. His light brown hair with blond streaks was piled up in a bun on his head. His chiseled face held the shadow of a beard and his eyes were deep set, intelligent, and beautiful. His head moved up and down as he listened and scribbled notes on parchment. He was bookish and odd as she found out later. He was set in his thoughts and goals, and although the Mermis danced around him, he ignored them and their advances. Indonesia saw him as a challenge, and she forgot about Cuthan the Charmer, Cuthan the Adventurous and his mischief. She forgot about traveling to the Pillars of Creation, searching for the Creator and the Beyond. The words of her grandfather rang before her and she determined to stay in the South World, find the One, and help turn the tide against the great evil rising in the world.

      A yearning rose in her heart when she looked at Idrithar. He was delicious. She wanted him. It took time before he allowed her into the deep recesses of his mind, to his hidden thoughts and secretive ways. She saw nothing but potential in him even though he came and went of his own fruition. Years passed, moving them past the ecstasy of frantic lovers to a deep bond, yet something held them back. She knew with certainty they would never have a relationship such as the one her parents upheld.

      She cocked her head, causing her long blue hair to swish down her back. She had him now; the present was all that mattered. Holding up her arms she reached for him, closing her eyes, allowing herself to enjoy each touch, revel in each moment, holding on to the memories. This moment would sustain her for a lifetime if she could capture each scent, each feeling. This could be their last time together. With the rapid change in events the immortals were being pushed aside, it was time for the mortal to rise and rule the world as they were meant to. Idrithar would take his place in the world of mortals, and she would take hers in the world of immortals. Their paths would no longer collide.

      His lips touched her collarbone, a feather-light kiss and then a nip, his lips pressing her skin between his. She breathed in and his head drew near to hers, the warmth of his presence embraced her, although his arms were not around her. Her dark eyes flew open as he wrapped an arm around her waist and the other behind her knees, scooping her up and walking to the bower. She reached up, touching his cheek, running a finger across his beard. He kissed her fingers tips as if they were delicate crystal before laying her across the white bed.

      Moving between her legs, he draped his body over hers as he propped his upper body up on his elbows. Using his hands to cup her face, he allowed his fingertips to trace the soft map of her face while he studied her expression. Pure joy and relief shone out of her eyes. She arched her back, reaching up to unbutton his tunic.

      “What’s wrong?” Indonesia whispered. “Your eyes are wistful, what are you thinking?”

      He blinked, shaking his head slightly as he let the transparency fade out of them. Instead of replying he lifted one finger to his lips, his eyes growing warm again. He bent his head, touching his lips to hers just like the first time when they were young, and everything was new. Her hands came up, pulling his hair loose until it flowed around his neck and shoulders. She kissed him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, pulling him close as if it were their last time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later on, as the midnight hour grew near, they stood out on her private balcony, watching the bright lights of the night. Idrithar held her in a rare moment of closeness. He felt it too. The end was near. He faced her as a concern swept across his face. “Indonesia. The desires of the world have changed. The mortals will look back and blame the immortals for the rise of the Changers. They will say the immortals, the Iaen, the only people group powerful enough to stop the Changers stood by and did nothing. Instead, they waited for a mortal to rise and seize power. They will be wrong you know because they don't know what we have been through. They don't know the delicate balance of power and knowledge we had to dance around. They will not know how much the immortals did to help us, especially you and the other Mermis. They will not see they are the ones to blame. They will take it upon themselves to seek retribution regardless of consequences. Please stay here above such folly. If they find you, they will not be forgiving.”

      “My home is here now,” she leaned into him, breathing in, tasting his scent. “After the war ends, I will return to the Cloud Kingdom and nary stray. Our paths will no longer entwine, but as I have told you, wherever you go, if you need me, call me.”

      “I am not sure where my road will lead me, but if the time arises, I will.”

      Indonesia felt her heart drop although she did not wish it. Idrithar was proud; he would seek to live his own life in the next phase of the world, a life without her. She lay her head on his shoulder. “Let’s not talk anymore.” Reaching down she took his hand and kissed his knuckles. “Come back to bed.”
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      Idrithar shut the door before moving to the center of the room. He placed his hands on the table, leaning over the life-sized map of the South World. Some details were missing. He’d have Wekin fill those in when he arrived.

      “What I have to say should stay between us,” Idrithar began. He lifted his eyes, meeting the eyes of those present. Zhane, Indonesia, Sletaira and Leaka. They nodded in understanding. “Eliesmore is not himself, and I don’t mean because of the enormity of his quest. Something happened in Daygone, and he refuses to talk about it. He was there for seven days, talking to whom or doing what, we don’t know. I, for one, refuse to speculate but honestly, we don’t know what happened. We assume the Dark One is dead, yet we have no way of verifying Eliesmore’s words. I’m not sure what will happen when he faces the Dark Figure but we need to prepare, we need to have contingency plans in case everything goes awry.”

      “Optimistic is close to him,” Zhane suggested. “We could ask him if Eliesmore said anything regarding Daygone.”

      “Please consider that your responsibility then,” Idrithar agreed.

      “He went to see the Dark One. Sarhorr, the Ruler.” Indonesia interrupted. “We should consider what we know about him from history.” She held up a hand, ticking off numbers on her fingers. “He lived in high altitudes as close to the sky as possible, he transformed mortals into monsters, and he extracted souls from their bodies. What we know can inform us of what might have happened to Eliesmore.”

      “That’s the problem,” Idrithar glared at Indonesia even though she wasn’t intentionally attempting to undermine him. “We haven’t seen something like this before. We know the Monrages studied with him to understand how to use the Great-Black-Evil. Eliesmore was not there long enough to learn although something has been done to his mind.” Idrithar trailed off, unwilling to speak about the monstrous form he saw Eliesmore take. “Regardless, it doesn’t matter what it is. If there is the slightest inkling that Eliesmore will switch sides, we have to be prepared. Now, in a few minutes he will join us, and I hope this will be for naught. Let’s plan our attack strategy and discuss the contingency plan tomorrow.”

      “Idrithar,” Zhane spoke up. “We also need to discuss what happens afterward, when the Dark Figure is gone and when the woísts are dead. We need to help the people groups rebuild and find courage. The Black Steeds didn’t just rise up, they had law and order, and initiated campaigns to ensure people understood the law. From there they controlled the world through fear and violence. We need a strategy so that the people groups will not sink into strife when this reign of terror ends.”

      “We need the Watchers,” Idrithar added.

      “You need more than the Watchers,” Leaka added. “In the Western World we have Rulers for each country and we have the Watchers. We have law and order, but the people groups live in freedom.”

      “You know much about the political ongoings in the Western World,” Zhane remarked.

      Leaka nodded, “Yes, due to our Father’s influence. We should discuss further. I have some ideas.”

      Idrithar frowned, he had no doubt the Mermis had ideas. “Pray do enlighten us,” he told Leaka.

      Leaka stepped to the middle of the floor, tossing her red hair over one shoulder. She moved her hands as she spoke. “In days of old, there was the Order of the Wise to guide the on goings in the Western World. In addition to the Order of the Wise, there were Rulers in each of the major countries in the Western World to guard the welfare of the people groups and to protect the land against intruders and lawlessness. In exchange for this protection, the people groups were expected to offer tribute and obey the law of the land. If you wish to convert the South World to the control and reign of White Steeds, you must set up Rulers in the major countries. And if you desire to set up Rulers, you will need wisdom and a show of strength to convert the people to your way. The Crons and Tiders in the fortress below speak of the Way of Phimm. There is a hollow fear when they lift their voices. You will have to show the people groups you can not only protect them but also you can stand against their enemies, the ones they fear.”

      Idrithar grunted in agreement.

      “Idrithar and I have traveled the South World many times,” Zhane spoke up, stroking his chin with one hand, his eyes dark in consideration. “In the west, the main countries are Castle Range, Sidell, and the Torrents Towers. It would take a great force and show of strength and power to hold those cities.”

      “Those are the essential countries,” Indonesia agreed. “The Black Steeds have put down strong roots there. You need to consider how to overcome them, for the war is only the beginning of peace.”

      “Well then,” Idrithar brought his hands together, closing the conversation. “We have many things to discuss in the future. This has been a productive conversation, but come, let’s open the doors and invite in the others so we may discuss the war strategy.”

      Sletaira moved toward the double doors, flicking her wheat-colored hair behind her shoulders and pulled them open. A rush of golden light flowered into the room, and a tingling sound rushed through the air, like chimes blowing in a breeze.
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      Eliesmore walked into the hall with his companions, noticing the gathering was similar to the first council he’d attended at the fortress. Although it was less than a year again since that frightful day when Idrithar explained the three deeds, it seemed he’d grown much older since then. Once again, the Green Company assembled with the exception of the Iaens and Arldrine.

      “Welcome,” Idrithar stood in the middle of the room, his hands resting on the table which held the map along with quills and ink. The room seemed to be higher in the castle, for the ceiling was made of glass and light flowed down, resting upon their heads like a beacon of grace. “I have called this council to discuss the strategy for the war,” Idrithar continued. “Each of you has an important role to play not only in the war but also in changing the hearts and minds of the people groups. I would like us to discuss and be of one mind before we relay instructions to the new White Steeds in the fortress. I requested the Mermis grant us access to the Cloud Kingdom that we may strategize here, rather than below. It may be that I am being over cautious, yet we have many new White Steeds and cannot be one-hundred percent sure of their loyalties yet. Indonesia, please, enlighten us in regard to the on goings in the fortress. We walked in on a celebration, yet you have been here with the White Steeds for the better part of the winter.”

      Indonesia stepped forward, her dark eyes regarding them as she spoke. “Aye. After the battle in Castle Range, in which my brethren from the Western World came to our aid, we returned here, to the fortress. Eliesmore, the army came for you and will fight, but only under your instructions.”

      Eliesmore nodded. He had an army, an enemy but no plan. Suddenly he understood why Idrithar was adamant they return to the fortress. “Where did they come from?” He asked Indonesia. “All the people at the fortress?”

      Indonesia gave him a look he could not quite decipher. “Once the Green Light was set in the sky, they came from across the South World. They realized the words of the prophecy are coming true, and they came to be part of a great movement. Many are tired of living in fear and will face death one way or another. Perhaps they believe if they fight for what is right, they will gain salvation.”

      “Perhaps,” Idrithar nodded. “There is forgiveness for all. And for the benefit of those gathered, tell us what has been done with the White Steeds since returning to the fortress?”

      “The Mermis of the Western World are trained for combat,” Indonesia continued. “They are instructing those who gather here in the ways of battle so they can defend themselves and fight with us.”

      Eliesmore recalled his lessons with the sword and spoke up again. “Are they good warriors?”

      “Some of them are,” Leaka put in, “but some are quite new and need years of training before they will be any good. I recommend sending out the strongest warriors first and letting the weaker ones lag behind, to protect them.”

      “Which brings us to the war strategy,” Idrithar moved the meeting to the next topic. “Wekin, if you will, please come finish the map.”

      “Aye,” Wekin grinned, striding to the table and leaning over it, scribbling in lines for rivers and rounding out the terrain.

      Eliesmore still did not grasp how Wekin understood mapping so well.

      “Eliesmore, do you have a plan in mind?” Idrithar asked, turning his unreadable eyes on Eliesmore.

      For a brief moment, Eliesmore got the feeling that Idrithar did not want him to speak. There was a level of control Idrithar maintained and looking to Eliesmore as the leader was not something he was comfortable with.

      “I am sure you have a plan in mind,” Eliesmore addressed Idrithar. “Proceed and I will add my thoughts as necessary.”

      “Come,” Indonesia motioned for them all to stand around the map.

      “We must go to Sidell,” Idrithar pointed at the city that lay south of the Cascade Mountains as they gathered.

      “The Dark Figure will expect us, he..she…will be prepared,” Zhane crossed his arms, standing apart from them. His brows were furrowed as if he were in deep consideration.

      “Listen,” Indonesia stood in front of them, holding up her hands. “Listen and do not despair. It has been almost a year since you set out. The Dark Servant has been vanquished. The Dark One is no more.” She paced the length of the room, facing each of them in turn.

      Idrithar and Zhane stood tall, arms folded across their chest. Wekin glanced up from the map, his face perturbed as he stared at Indonesia. Yamier sat down, raising an eyebrow as he glanced from Leaka to Sletaira.

      “It does not matter that you are here, or that the Green Stone is dissolved,” Indonesia went on.

      Eliesmore gritted his teeth, feeling the sting of her words. His accomplishments meant nothing.

      “Even as the White Steeds increase, the Black Steeds triple their numbers. The Dark Figure was prepared for these events, which is why the woísts came up from the Holesmoles, and why the armies of the Western World have come to your aid. The west has fallen, and if you would take it back, you will need more than a war to take back the world. You will have to ensure evil is never allowed to rise again. You need the Rulers and the Watchers to keep this world safe and balance the powers of good and evil.”

      Eliesmore studied Indonesia. Her words caught him by surprise as did the knowledge she displayed. It seemed she knew more, much more of the turning of events than she appeared to. He searched his memories for what history taught him about the Mermis. They gave the Five Warriors the power of invincibility and revealed their knowledge to none. There was much more to the Mermis than they let on. He narrowed his eyes, letting his gaze rest on Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leak. Children of Heroes. What did they know? What were they hiding?

      Idrithar pursed his lips and moved over the map, snatching the quill out of Wekin’s hands. He drew an X on the map over Sidell. “We set sail through Oceantic and come up the eastern end of Sanga San. From there half the army should march up the coast to Sidell while the other half sail onward to meet on the edge of Sidell. We don’t know what we will face as we march…”

      “We should send scouts ahead by air,” Zhane interrupted.

      “Our brethren are prepared, as are the Zikes,” Leaka nodded at him.

      Eliesmore noted the two shared a look, an understanding. There was something between them. “You mention Zikes,” Eliesmore directed the question to Leaka. “You don’t mean the Zikes I brought from Daygone?”

      Leaka studied him. “No, there were Zikes that came from the Western World, perhaps even the same ones our Father controlled during the days of the Five Warriors. I was unaware you brought Zikes from Daygone, how did you come by them?”

      “They followed me,” Eliesmore added shortly, unwilling to devolve more details.

      “There shall be five main divisions of the army,” Idrithar continued. “The Mermis and the Silver Herd leading the air attack along with the Xctas. The Xctas and Zikes also serve as our scouts. There will be the army on horseback and the army on foot. Additionally, the Zikes can release a wave of poison once we reach Sidell.”

      “We should discuss the roles and who will lead each of the divisions,” Indonesia suggested.

      It seemed that he and Indonesia had a strategy, they discussed the roles for the archers, the Xctas, the Zikes, the army on horseback, the army on foot, and eventually Eliesmore found his thoughts drifting. He sat down, waiting for them to be done. It didn’t matter what they thought nor what they planned.

      Idrithar picked up a quill and began to make markings on the map, ruining Wekin’s beautiful work. “It would be best to attack on two sides. Two ships with the horses, archers and an army of Zikes should make landfall further down in the Sanga San. From there the other two ships should continue northwards and make landfall closer to the city of Sidell.”

      “There is a flaw in this plan,” Zhane pointed to the northern side of Sidell. “The woísts came from the mountains, and we are leaving the north side of the city open for them to ambush us.”

      “What would you suggest?” Idrithar’s voice came out hard as if he were frustrated with Zhane for adding his opinion.

      “If we hold the air force in reserve they can scout ahead and take out forces that might attempt to ambush us,” Zhane suggested.

      “Indeed,” Idrithar nodded, adding notes to the map. “Although the army is small, if we become overwhelmed, the air force may become necessary early on.”

      “You have powerful weapons,” Wekin grinned, “we can take them!”

      Eliesmore paced back and forth. “It is not about destroying the army, the battle of Sidell is about calling out the Dark Figure to face us. However, she has the Phutal. What if she flees? What if she goes where we cannot follow?”

      “It is a chance we have to take.” Idrithar’s tone dripped with reassurance. “She is at her height of power, she has an army and she is close to the power of the Green Stone. She will not give it all up to start all over again. Changers don’t run and hide, they fight back, especially when their deepest desire is within reach.”

      Eliesmore frowned and then cringed as a vision of Daygone permeated his memory. He saw Sarhorr and Shalidir run up the stairs and dive off the platform into the emptiness of space. Long may you live. Long may you prosper. He gave his head a violent shake as the words danced around him.

      “There are remnants of portals,” Sletaira spoke up. “When a portal is opened, it leaves traces, and if someone gets caught up in them, they can pass through to the same place.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Leaka shook her head. “Remnants of portals are never certain. It is better to find the Phutal and destroy it before the Dark Figure can use it.”

      “I will find it,” Eliesmore announced. It was his quest after all, and it had been a mistake to allow the Dark One to disappear without gaining the Phutal. “I will find it and destroy it.”

      “As you should,” Idrithar agreed. “For now, let’s take a break. I will need to return to the fortress and oversee the training of the army.”

      “Stay the night,” Indonesia objected. “You have been absent for months, and they are in good hands with the Mermis.”

      Eliesmore paused at the table, leaning over the map, committing it to memory.
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      Cold winds buffered Zhane as he stood on the balcony in the Cloud Kingdom. Gold and silver mist swirled around his feet, hiding them from his eyes as he shrugged his fur closer. A moment last, the glass door slid open, and Leaka joined him, a question in her eyes. He grabbed her hand, pulling her closer. “Leaka, I need your help and your secrecy.”

      “Zhane, what’s wrong? You look grave.”

      “You saw and heard everything that happened in the council today. I fear for Eliesmore. I fear for the war to come and the many battles that will take place. I fear for our world. We set out with honest, pure hopes to regain the South World for the White Steeds and it has come to this. The One who leads us have been infected with a darkness we are all too familiar with. I have to go, I must leave now.”

      “Zhane, I have known you long, and Idrithar has always been your closest counsel. Why come to me with these words?”

      “Because I need your help. I am going to the mountains to find Arldrine. Yamier and Wekin mentioned she wanted to go there when we were in Werivment. I know she is still there, and I need a winged companion to take me. I will not waste time running across the lands to cross the sea and climb the mounts again. Will you bring me a winged beast you can spare?”

      “Yes,” she nodded. “But why tell me at all? You know where the Silver Herd is kept, you could have taken one and set off.”

      His dark eyes bored into hers. “Nay, that is not the way. I need you to know because we must stay in communication. I will send the winged beast back to you with a message of what I find in the mountains, and you must tell me when the army leaves. I will rejoin you as soon as I can.”

      Leaka studied him for a while, emotions flashing across her face. “This reminds me of a time my father wished to forget. The Mermis of Spherical have motives of their own, and they captured my father and refused to let him leave. It gave my father great pain to sneak away, to escape. Yet it was one of the Mermis who helped him, and so, I will help you, because it’s what my mother would have done. Stay here. I will bring you what you need for your journey.”

      Zhane bowed his head. “I thank you, if there ever is a time I can repay this kindness, you must call upon me.”

      Leaka squeezed his hand. “There will be no need. Zhane, you go because you love her, and you are afraid for her.”

      He nodded. “She can handle herself. Only, she is outnumbered.”

      Leaka let go of him, stepping back toward the glass doors. “You don’t have to tell me, you go because of love, and sometimes that is the most noble and most honorable quest.”

      As she slid back inside the spiraling citadel, he did not feel noble or honorable. He felt like a thief in the night, sneaking away on the eve of battle, running before everything fell into ruin due to the wrath of Eliesmore. Squaring his shoulders, he stared out into the mists, watching the clouds tumble over each other like children. Now and then sparks of silver and gold would chase each other through the air as if the colors were alive, thriving with a life of their own.

      He considered the past, cursing himself for each time he left Arldrine. When she’d first come to the fortress, he knew a spark of interest lay between them. Instead of exploring it, he’d left with Idrithar, bent on discovering the mysteries of the world and hearing a word of what the Black Steeds were planning next. When he’d run into her in the forests of Truemonix, he left again to return to the fortress, better to wait in safety than risk life out in the wild woods of Truemonix. The irony slapped him in the face. Despite his need to travel the lengths of the South World, he was too proud to stand with Arldrine in Truemonix. He’d even left in the Cascade Mountains when she was wounded. It seemed, at the time, Eliesmore needed him more, but Dathiem knew the way. Dathiem could have led the Green Company onwards while Zhane stayed with Arldrine, helping her. He knew she didn’t need him, she could take care of herself, but there was the desire. He’d seen it in her eyes, just before he raced off with Idrithar, and his run across the western lands had been for naught. His vision played out, and Eliesmore boiled with rage.

      Nay, this time, Zhane was done running away from her. If the Therian hadn’t eaten her alive, which he doubted, he’d stand with her and never have to see the pang of disappointment on her face again. They had a choice to come and go as they pleased although Zhane knew the argument with Idrithar would not be worth it. Idrithar firmly believed in the greater good. He would condone Zhane rushing off for love, an emotion Idrithar found insignificant in comparison with power. Zhane saw that now, the eager rush when Idrithar spoke of power, the flush on his face, and the way he eyed Eliesmore. Zhane shuddered, he did not like this game.

      Leaka returned with a heavy-laden pack and extra furs. “It’s winter, it will be cold,” she pressed the items into his hands. “I called for Gykin the Xctas. He is a messenger although he does not have the gift of speech. You will learn how to communicate with him. He is a fighter, something you will need for where you are going.”

      He shouldered the pack and draped the fur over his shoulder. Leaka leaned out over the balcony and gave a piecing whistle. A high pitched cry called back, echoing over the clouds. A golden brown Xctas wheeling over them, its wings stretching twelve feet over the mist. It perched on the golden rails, clutching it with long, deadly claws. Bright yellow eyes examined Zhane. He watched, noting the curved beak and claws that could rip him apart.

      Leaka laid her hand on the Xctas’ head. “Gykin. Meet Zhane. He is in need of transport to the western end of the Cascade Mountains. Zhane. I hope you find the treasure you seek. Go in peace, my friend.”

      Zhane reached out, sliding an arm around her shoulder and hugging her tight. “Words cannot express how much this means to me.”

      She gave a quick nod, her eyes looking off far away. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      Zhane mounted Gykin who stretched his wings, and they flew west toward the Green Light.
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      Boisterous voices echoed through the fortress even though the hour was late. Eliesmore noted it was nearing the middle of the night as he walked through the halls with Lythe, letting himself and the lion cub outdoors. He’d spent a few days in the Cloud Kingdom and returned earlier that day, at least, Eliesmore assumed most of them had. Sletaira had guided him, Optimistic, Yamier and Wekin back to the fortress. Eliesmore hadn’t seen Idrithar or Zhane since, not that he was concerned.

      He strode out the hidden back door and found himself on a patio, overlooking the shore. The guards were lax at the fortress; it differed from when he’d arrived, almost a year ago, when the spiraling castle lay silent and heavy with grief.

      Eliesmore leaned out over the balcony while Lythe sniffed the air. Eliesmore place a hand on Lythe’s back, noticing how the lion cub’s head now came to his waist. A spiraling staircase led to the ground, where a dusty path sneaked into the grove where the trees were felled, and the ships were built. In the distance, Eliesmore heard the loud, rough voices of the White Steeds, feet stomping while mugs of ale were thumped across the table. It was hot and sweaty in there, loud and wild. Out in the darkness it was cool and refreshing. Snowflakes dusted the ground like shy water creatures, hesitant to come out in the open yet sending a greeting all the same.

      “You prefer the silence too?” A question danced through the air, and Eliesmore realized he and Lythe were not alone.

      A few seconds later the rich scent of tobacco drifted to his nose, and he turned to see a lanky Tider, hanging over the balustrade. Short dark hair touched the Tider’s neck while his long nose protruded from his face. His shoulders dropped, as if weary from carrying a heavy burden. He held a pipe in one hand and lifted it to his mouth, puffing slowly as if it were his last smoke and he trying to savor it. When he turned toward Eliesmore his eyes were sunken and his cheeks sallow.

      Eliesmore continued to stoke Lythe’s back, saying nothing. Lythe wrinkled his nose toward the Tider, but when Eliesmore did not react, continued to stand still, his tail swinging back and forth.

      The Tider went on, turning his sad eyes back out toward Oceantic. “They are rejoicing because of you.”

      “Why aren’t you with them?” Eliesmore asked with genuine curiosity. He breathed in the night air, watching the stars which seemed to wheel and dance above him. There was a circle of stars surrounding the Green Light, parading around it in worship.

      “I am not worthy,” the Tider whispered. He put his pipe back in his mouth and took a long drag. When he was done, he put his lips into an o and below out white smoke rings. They shifted like visions, straying and bending into the deepness of night.

      “Where are you from?” The words left Eliesmore’s lips before he could halt them. He hadn’t come for conversation, and he wasn’t keen on the learning the history of the various Crons and Tiders who inhabited the fortress, but something about the Tider’s demeanor made him ask.

      “The Torrents Towers.” The Tider shuddered. “We followed the Way of Phimm. We did not know it was wrong. We did as we were told until we saw the Green Light and the city descended into chaos. We took advantage of the confusion and ran while we could, Mattio and I.” The Tider scrubbed his face, wiping away invisible tears. “The Xctas appeared on the shore and asked us if we would come. They brought us here along with the others to train, to march to war.”

      “What was it like? Living in the Torrents Towers?” Eliesmore recalled the towers winking in the sunlight while the Rakhai walked toward the city with their hands lifted.

      “We did as we were told. I never known life could be different. I never knew what freedom was until I saw the Green Light. Coming here, I see now, we were deceived. We were all deceived. How could we have known the Way of Phimm is a lie?”

      Phimm. A drum sounded in Eliesmore’s head. Phimm. It thudded onwards, halting on an odd beat and thrumming forward yet again. He wanted to know, yet he didn’t want to know at all. “Who is Phimm? What is the Way of Phimm.”

      “I don’t know. There are no explanations, only the law, and those who question it, those who ask why are killed. Phimm is why I’m here. I was deceived. I did terrible things because I thought I was right, I knew it was the right way. I’m not the only one. If I can save others, and help them understand the truth, going back will be worth it.” The Tider shook his head and leaned over the balcony, taking another long drag of his pipe.

      The beat inside of Eliesmore’s head thudded away as he left Lythe’s side and moved closer to the Tider. “You may call me Eliesmore. What is your name?”

      The Tider faced Eliesmore, standing eye to eye. He placed a hand on his heart and bowed his head. “I am called Sir Regante.”

      “Sir Regante, you have my word. We will go to the Torrents Towers and help the people of that city find freedom and forget the Way of Phimm.”

      “I know many are clamoring for your attention, and I know the world thanks you for what you have done. But I thank you,” Sir Regante kept his head bowed. “I know I am not worthy, but I will follow you for the rest of my days.”

      When he raised his head, Eliesmore met his eyes and saw it. It wasn’t fear or hopelessness, it was the knowledge of wrong doing, and the hope to spend a lifetime making up for sins of the past. It struck Eliesmore, and even in the grip of darkness surrounding him, he saw the true soul and strength of mortals. He saw the Tider refused to forgive himself for being blind, and the desire to change and grow.

      “You know you are forgiven, for whatever wrong doing you have done,” the words came from Eliesmore lips, almost as if he were not speaking them. “I forgive you, but, nothing I say matters unless you can forgive yourself and move forward instead of dwelling in your past.”

      The Tider turned away, shaking his head and lifting his pipe. “Not until my city is free.”

      Eliesmore nodded. “Come Lythe,” he whispered, turning toward the steps. “Let’s go walk by the waters.”

      Lythe purred in reply, giving the Tider a final glance before following Eliesmore down the stairs to the soft carpet of grass.

      Eliesmore searched his mind for the red Zikes that followed him, but they were sleeping in the depths of the fortress. He walked through the shadows of midnight, feeling the awareness of light as it shuddered around him. Free. The world was not free yet. His hands curled into fists. He would not stop until every living thing was free from the tranny of the Black Steeds. Come what may.
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      White snow peaks rose before him as Zhane leaned over Gykin’s back. Their flight was swift and cold, leaving no time to do anything other than sleep. A numbness swept over Zhane as they flew, first over the barren forests of Shimla and the Land of Lock, then over the swells of the Jaded Sea. The jade waves were rough and unsettled, the winter storms taking full control. The snow-capped mountains appeared breath-taking with grandeur from the air, and even as they soared westward, Zhane appreciated the pure beauty of the Cascade Mountain Range. They descended into the fog, and the time came where Zhane grabbed a sword, taking slow and steady breaths to calm himself. Eleven years ago he left never to return, and he was unsure who or what was waiting for him.

      Gykin landed on an outcropping of rocks. A path led downward, and Zhane dismounted. He crossed both of his swords over his back and pulled the fur on top of them, hiding them from the watching eyes of the mounts but leaving his weapons within easy reach. “Many thanks,” he placed his hand on his heart. “Please find out where the army is, I await your signal.”

      Gykin gave a sharp cry, spread his wings and lifted off. Zhane watched until Gykin was little more than a dot in the sky and he was left alone. Bending, he tightened the laces of his boots before standing straight and running. The stone path led downwards, but it was an old trail, seldom used, leaving rocks and boulders from avalanches in Zhane’s path. He leaped over them, grateful for the small challenges in his run. It kept his mind off of what he would find. The pace of his run and the steady beat of his heart brought an air of peaceful familiarity.

      A growl echoed through the air, and Zhane paused, recognizing it for what it was. A warning. They were already on his trail and perhaps they knew who he was, for they sent a warning instead of outright attacking. Reaching back Zhane drew his blades and held them down in a manner of surrender. He turned, narrowing his eyes as he surveyed the mountainside.

      “Come out. Face me!” He ordered.

      The growls drifted into silence. He whirled as the cold air rushed over his fur and cooled his fingertips. A thin whistle pierced the air as the wind moved over the blade of the sword of Crinte the Wise and oracles winked off, disappearing into the thin mountain air.

      Stones crunched under foot and out of the shadows three creatures morphed from their animalistic form, changing into Tiders. They stood just as tall as Zhane with board shoulders and rugged faces. The biggest one, the one with a scar across his cheek stepped forward, sniffing and growing.

      “You should be dead.”

      Zhane shrugged at the statement. “Do you lead the clan?” He asked instead, hoping for a clue, a display of authority to guide his next questions.

      The Tider ignored Zhane’s question and barred his teeth. “Why are you here? Why are you back now?”

      Zhane’s eyes flickered to the Green Light in the northwest before returning to the Tider’s face. Pain and disgust shone out of his hard eyes, a reminder that life was not easy for the Therian. “You have someone I want,” Zhane admitted.

      The Tider spat, a menacing growl rising in his throat. “Do you propose a trade? If we have the one you want what will you give us?”

      Zhane’s fingers tightened around his blade as blood rushed to his head. He gritted his teeth, keeping the bloodlust at bay. “What do you want?”

      The Tider angled his body sideways, moving into a crouch. “Nothing you can give us.”

      The Tider transformed into a black beast, a long snout coming out as white fangs glistening as he leaped for Zhane’s throat. The other two Tiders stood back, watching.

      Zhane moved fast, his lip curling as flashes from the past came back to him. He brought one of his swords up and lashed out at the beast who jumped away at the last moment. The beast landed on all fours, the hair on its back standing up as it crouched and growled, intelligent eyes blinking at Zhane. Leaning back on its haunches the creature transformed back into a Tider, standing from a kneeling position as he eyed Zhane, a look of disgust covering his face.

      “Is there no honor left in the House of Therian?” Zhane snapped, even though he knew there was none. “You have driven everyone away from you, is there nothing left for those who return to your clan?”

      The Tider grunted. “Nay. As long as I live, Halbrin of the House of Therian, those who invade our mounts are not welcome, not until our stronghold is returned to us.”

      Zhane took another warning step forward and paused. Stronghold. It was a fortress for the Therian in the lowlands, near the foothills of the Cascade Mountains in Itmether. The Therian had lost it to an invasion years before Zhane was born. Keeping one of his swords at waist level, Zhane stepped close. “Halbrin of the House of Therian. Tell me. What if I help you regain Stronghold?”

      Halbrin scowled. “It is not our way. You have two choices. Leave our mountains or fight to the death.”

      “I did not escape a decade ago to return to these threats,” Zhane raised his sword, pointing the blade toward Halbrin’s heart.

      Halbrin’s eyes narrowed. “You are one of the outcasts. It was rumored you might return to regain your rule.”

      Zhane dropped his sword. “I have not come to rule.”

      “Bah, ruling is in your blood,” Halbrin motioned to his companions. “Come, son of royalty, you shall stand trial before the brethren.”

      Zhane remained silent, thinking through his next actions. Returning to the clan of the Therian was a death sentence. Although he sensed a sliver of hope, since Halbrin had not killed him, however, he suspected Halbrin had ulterior motives for taking him to the clan. Time was of the essence. He could not stay and argue with the Therian, regardless of how many or few were left.

      “If I don’t come with you?”

      Halbrin crossed his arms and tapped his foot impatiently on the flat side of a rock. “Tell me, the outcast you used to protect, does he still live? Why did he not return with you?”

      Zhane crossed his arms, grief sweeping over him. “He is dead,” he rejoined.

      “Ah, perhaps the clan will see you in a different light,” Halbrin shrugged. “Come!” He dropped to all fours, morphing back into his wolf-like form as he began to run. His companions shifted and moved down the hills.

      Zhane sheathed his swords and ran after them, dashing over stones toward craggy cliffs.

      When they arrived at the camp Zhane paused, painful memories sweeping over him. The Therian were great beasts, powerful and mighty. They’d migrated higher into the mountains, yet the aura was the same. Their campsite was nearly invisible, hidden in the rocks and great boulders. Tents made out of skins dotted the camp, and the Therian stood around a few small fires, although their bodies held in warmth and they were not too fond of eating cooked meat. It was an aversion Zhane developed. He preferred the taste of cooked meat without blood, although the Therian claimed they gained strength from the blood of their kills. Bones and skulls littered the ground.

      The Therian were shifters. They changed at will into Xctas, great horned bulls, wolves, and bears, based on their born shifting abilities. There had been a time when the Therian were divided by clan, but invasions by the Black Steeds forced them to rely on each other. Those who could not shift and those who showed weakness were driven out or eaten by the clan. Zhane paused at the entrance of the camp, noting the way it was setup, to allow the Therian the advantage to see who was coming from a distance. A few Xctas perched on a higher slope, their beady eyes watching, and Zhane wondered if they’d seen him fly in on Gykin and sent Halbrin to welcome him.

      A bitter tang of frosted blood hung in the air, mixed with the sour smell of bad breath and body odor. As Zhane moved to the circle where the clan would hold the trial, he sensed, more than heard, the growls and hostile murmurs of the Therian. One by one they stood and stared at him. Those who had been in their animalistic forms shifted back to Tiders.

      Their faces were sharp, eyes bold and intelligent, while muscles stood out on their arms and legs. Dark eyes narrowed, and tanned faces twisted as they rose, a fur hanging off one shoulder as they picked up various weapons, as if Zhane’s presence was enough to start a civil war in their midst.

      “Who authorized you to be here?” One of the males demanded. He strode forward, throwing a quick glance at Halbrin.

      “I have come of my own accord,” Zhane moved toward the circle, turning to address each of them in turn. “I did not come to stake a claim to this clan or to rule. I am passing through, and I believe someone I want is with you.”

      “Bah,” the male spit, glaring at Halbrin. “If you speak of the Ezinck, we declined the sacrifice of the heathen tribes. She was not worthy. She already has a mate.”

      Zhane stepped backward. “Sacrifice? I do not understand.”

      “Nor would you,” the male continued. “You do not live in these mountains and do not understand our customs, our ways. Your return is unsavory.”

      “I understand,” Zhane bowed his head. “As a token of my goodwill, I am willing to perform an act of selflessness in accord with your customs.”

      “There are no acts you can perform which will lead us to trust you,” Halbrin growled, even though the other male gave him a warning look.

      “We go to attack the Tribe of Minas in the lowlands,” the male spoke up, lifting a hand. “You may come fight with us. If we sense treachery, we will kill you.”

      “If I may be so bold,” Zhane’s eyes flashed at the thought of the attack, “what is the reasoning behind this attack? Have they done wrong to the Therian? Is this a punishment?”

      “They missed the sacrifice and offered a white horse instead of a mortal. That is punishment enough. The Tribe of Minas has sworn to serve us, and they have not kept their end of the bargain. As punishment, we shall show them what happens when they dare to disobey.”

      A volley of disapproval rushed through Zhane’s mind, but he kept his mouth closed. One trait he’d learned from Idrithar was knowing when to speak and when to keep silent.

      “If I fight with you, will you honor my request?”

      “If you prove yourself,” the male determined.

      “He mentioned Stronghold,” Halbrin stepped forward. “He wants to help us reclaim Stronghold.”

      The male frowned. “That is a bold thought, and impossible.”

      “If I may,” Zhane reached behind his back. “I carry something which may sway your opinion.”

      The male gestured toward Zhane. “Proceed,” he snarled, his face darkening with doubt.

      Zhane gripped the blade of Crinte the Wise and pulled it free. He held it up high with one hand, letting the oracles dance in the bright lights of the mountains. A collected hush swept over the Therian as they stared.

      “Through my travels, I have been blessed to receive this gift, the sword of Crinte the Wise, one of the Five Warriors. Its legendary power still holds sway over all enemies I have battled since the Green Light appeared in the sky. I did not come to take control or rule, but if we are to take back Stronghold, we can do so with this sword.”

      The hardened expressions of the Therian did not change, although some glanced to the sky, nodding as they acknowledged the Green Light. Whispered words were uttered. It’s a sign. The fortune is with us. Perhaps we win. We should take back what is ours. The Therian will rise as mighty warriors.

      Noting the positive aura, Zhane pushed forward. “If I may suggest, perhaps instead attacking the Tribe of Minas, as a punishment, we should have them fight with us. They are warriors, nay? If they help us reclaim Stronghold, you can decide what to do with them later, but a strong force will be necessary.”

      The male held up a hand for Zhane to stop speaking and turned his back, addressing the Therian. “Now comes time for the vote! Those who would fight with this stranger, this outcast, one who forsook the ways of our people and brought shame to the clan of Therian, raise your weapons. Those who would deny his return, slay him, and slay the tribes of the lower lands, shift now and get ready to march to battle!”

      Zhane took a deep breath as the Therian opened their mouths and roared around him, casting their votes one by one.
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      “Do you see that?” Eliesmore pointed, planting his legs to keep his balance as the ship rocked back and forth in the choppy waves. Thus far the White Steeds enjoyed a fair journey through Oceantic, heading north once they reached the outlet where the Jaded Sea flowed into Oceantic. It was a voyage none of them had taken before, and it took the constant back and forth from the Xctas, Mermis and the Silver Herd to keep them on track. Eliesmore slept little and the relentless rocking of the ship made him antsy. He was frustrated with the slow speed of their voyage, and it was becoming more difficult to stop seeing red. He knew he was quiet, moody, and tended to lash out in anger. Each day the pulse of darkness grew within him, and he dreamed of his hands around the neck of the Dark Figure, choking the life out of her.

      Idrithar joined Eliesmore. “Describe it.”

      “A mass of darkness moves toward us,” Eliesmore explained, he often forgot his vision was better than others. “It might be one creature or perhaps a great many winged creatures, it’s too far away to tell, all the same, it is coming our way.”

      Idrithar stroked his beard. He’d wanted to pause their voyage and travel to Shimla to ask the Iaen for a word of Zhane, who’d disappeared back in January, after the first council meeting. Eliesmore encouraged him to send the Mermis instead, they had winged beasts and could travel to and fro much faster. Idrithar was disappointed, but he relented, knowing it was more imperative to defeat the Dark Figure rather than discover where Zhane went. The Mermis returned with no word, the forests of Shimla were silent and unwilling to let outsiders into its hidden paths. Now, mid-March, the White Steeds were nearing the shores of the west and early attacks were to be expected.

      “All hands on deck,” Idrithar shouted. “Archers at the ready!”

      The ship burst into a flurry. Someone called out to the Xctas that circled above them, passing the message from one ship to the other. The ships drifted quite a distance from each other, and in the morning fog, it was impossible to see the four massive vessels sailing through the enchanted waters toward the western shores.

      Eliesmore touched the hilt of the Jeweled Sword as bodies dashed around him. The Crons and Tiders wore silver armor and carried a green flag with a white horse rearing as their insignia. The Mermis gave each person a shield with the same symbol, and in addition to swords, each warrior carried a bow and a quiver of arrows. Their journey through Oceantic had been lax, aside from Idrithar demanding them to practice every single day of their journey.

      Eliesmore leaned over the railing, letting the wind blow back his unruly black hair, his jaw set in a grim line. The army was pathetic. They were not born fighters. They were not warriors, all they had were hearts, sore wounds and the ability to hold a weapon. Even as the nasty thoughts filtered through his mind, he recalled when he was much younger and had to learn how to fight. What a disappointment he must have been to the Green Company. They wanted a strong leader, a warrior, and they got a frightened child. Now, the roles were reversed, he looked down his nose at his army and doubt filled his mind. They would not stand a chance against the Rakhai and the Dark Figure. There was nothing left other than to seek revenge or die trying.

      The black cloud drifted forward as the archers lined up on the deck. Lifting their bows they fitted an arrow in them, attempting to hold steady against the rocking of the ship. “Take aim!” Idrithar shouted.

      Yamier strode in front of the archers, holding the bow of Marklus the Healer. He lifted a blue tipped arrow, stuck his tongue out and squinted. Optimistic strode among the archers, stopping to plant a hand on a shoulder or adjust a position. Eliesmore imagined Optimistic was sharing words of encouragement before the creatures were upon them.

      “They are diving,” Eliesmore called, drawing his sword.

      The black cloud swooped toward them, like a great Xctas three times the size of their ship. As the creatures dived, a motion attracted Eliesmore’s attention. His eyes were pulled downward as a ripple passed underneath them, a dark mass in the waters.

      Eliesmore calculated quickly, his eyes tearing back up to the skies and down to the waters below. What could be in the sea? He leaned over the railing to get a better look and caught a glimpse of tentacles. He leaped backward as Wekin strode up. “Aye, what are you doing? The battle is above, not below in the sea!” Wekin jested. Two Crons followed him. One was Bruthen and another blond-headed Cron who Eliesmore had briefly met in the fortress.

      “Wekin,” Eliesmore glanced at his energetic friend. “Bruthen and…”

      “Wyndler,” the blond Cron added. His voice was soft, and his white hair was almost pasted to his head.

      Eliesmore gave him a quick nod. “Stay with me, we need to go below, there’s something under the sea, stalking us.”

      “A monster,” Wekin announced, eyes glowing. He nodded knowingly at Bruthen and Wyndler.

      “An air attack and a sea attack,” Bruthen shook his head. “Dark forces are at work.”

      “Bruthen,” Eliesmore faced him. “You helped build this ship?”

      “Aye, Skip and I oversaw the building of the ships,” Bruthen smiled, a fire of passion crossing over his rather jolly face.

      Wekin laughed as he nudged him, “As much as you could with the eating and drinking.”

      “Hold steady!” Idrithar’s voice called as the dark cloud drew nearer. “On my command, you will release those arrows!”

      Shouts crossed the deck, and Eliesmore raised his voice to be heard. “Down on the second level, is there a way to exit the ship? Think, Bruthen, this is important!”

      “Aye, follow me,” Bruthen took off toward the stairs that led to the hold.

      They dashed down the narrow stairs, feet slipping in the muck as they moved into dimmer light. Candles lit the floor and Bruthen led the way, dashing toward the streams of light coming from above. “We boarded up the windows to keep the water splashing in,” he explained. “We need to open them but be warned, if the waves are high we’ll need to bail out water.”

      “Just hurry,” Eliesmore waved, pausing as the ship lurched.

      A groan rang out across the vessel as it shuddered, the wood stretching as the ship divided, throwing the Crons forward onto the floor. Muffled shouts came from above as feet pounded the deck and the screech of a thousand birds screaming a high-pitched, eerie sound filled the air.

      Wyndler was the first to stand, eyes wide as he looked up. “What was that?” his voice shook.

      Wekin grinned, his eyes sparkling with an odd glow. “It's time to fight,” he whispered, shaking dust off his clothes and weaving through the barrels of food and drink. Cases of weapons and supplies for their voyage were stored on one side of the hold. Other ships carried the white horses who, although reluctant to take to the waters, had agreed to fight with the White Steeds, and thus, had been talked into the stables. The green and red Zikes disappeared, although when Eliesmore reached out with his mind, he heard them scurrying around the bottom of the ships. Lythe had a high disregard for the sea and spent most of the time either sleeping or trotting behind Eliesmore.

      The screaming grew louder, and shouts filtered to their ears.

      “Fire!”

      “Archers reload!”

      “Soldiers, draw your swords!”

      The rest of the conversation was lost as Eliesmore reached out to steady himself on a support beam. “Bruthen, the windows, we need to open them. I need to be on the outside of the ship.”

      “Why so low down?” Wyndler asked.

      Eliesmore ignored him as Bruthen raced across the ship, tripping over his own feet as he came to a window. “There are five on either side, unlatch them and pull. We made them wide in case we need to escape.”

      “Good thinking,” Eliesmore dashed to a window. “We each take a window and whatever comes at us, we need to kill it. I don’t know much about sea monsters, but even one could take one of our ships down, and I don’t intend to lose anyone before we reach the western shore.”

      “Eliesmore,” Wekin yanked the window up and peered out. “So vicious, what if the monster just wants to be friends?” He laughed and pulled his body up to crouch in the three and a half foot tall opening. “There’s not much room for fighting here,” he called over his shoulder.

      “It wasn’t meant for fighting,” Bruthen pulled a curved knife from his belt. His shaved head had grown over the last few months, and his face had rounded out, giving him a pleasant, jolly sort of look. His brown eyes tended to twinkle for nightmares of the past seemed all but forgotten, leaving him with nothing but determination. And with the fine meals served at the fortress, he was turning into a bit of a stout Cron.

      Wyndler’s lower lip trembled, and he pulled out a weapon which appeared like a cross between a blade and an ax. “What is out there?” he whispered, more like an afterthought than a question.

      A second later, a brown tentacle shot into the window, knocking Wekin down before curling around his neck. Suction cups moved over his body, pulling him toward the window, intending to drag him into a watery gravy.

      Wyndler screamed.

      “Chop it off, chop it off!” Bruthen shouted.

      Eliesmore spun to help, but he was already too late. Wekin lifted his sword and cut through the tentacle in one swooping motion. The pressure around his neck released, and he jumped to his feet, his clothing covered with brown stains as he moved toward his vacated window. “Phew, the beast stinks! I think some of it got into my mouth.” He bent over, spitting as he eyed the twisting pieces of tentacle in disdain.

      “It’s coming back, ready?” Eliesmore shouted.

      The ship lurched again as the beast struck it, smashing into the side with such force, all four Crons were knocked from their perches. Eliesmore struggled to gain his footing as he slid across the floor. Candles dropped their light into darkness as he gained the window and swung the Jeweled Sword, slicing through a moist substance that squelched and squealed into his ears. A putrid odor filled the air, like a net of fish left out on the shore to bake in the sunlight.

      Wyndler gagged as he swung his blade and Bruthen hollered, laying blows all about him. Wekin leaped out of the window with his sword in hand as he shouted. “Wekin, come back,” Eliesmore yelled.

      A tentacle wrapped around his waist and pulled. Using two hands, he brought down the Jeweled Sword hard. Black blood spurted up from the creature and another squeal rent the air. The tentacles hesitated and began to withdraw.

      Unwilling to let the beast that threatened their passage escape, Eliesmore followed it, leaning out the window. His fingers closed in on a knob of wood, a foothold left over from construction. A wave slammed over his head. Eliesmore coughed up water and wiped at his streaming eyes with his wet sleeve, squinting to catch sight of Wekin.

      As he watched, the beast rose in front of him, dwarfing the ship with the mere enormity of it. A round face with liquid black eyes gazed at Eliesmore. A mass of tentacles waved around it like arms, reaching for the ship, pulling it closer. It opened a gaping mouth, layered with rows of knife-like teeth and roared.

      The sound was defeating, but the smell of rot and decay was much worse. Eliesmore’s eyes watered, and he leaned over, retching up liquids as he wondered whether a bolt of fire would kill the creature. He hadn’t used the power of the Green Stone since Daygone, and he was loath to awake the power resting inside him for it seemed unstable.

      A gold gleam caught his eyes, and he noticed what he’d failed to see before. Wekin stood on top of the creature’s head, his eyes blazing as he lifted his sword and drove it into the creature’s skull. The creature spun, screaming in fury as its tentacles rose to its head, determined to bring down the intruder. Wekin danced across its head, sheathed his sword and dived toward the waves. White shafted arrows flew past Wekin’s falling body and sunk into the body of the creature as it sank, sending a wall of water toward the ship.

      Eliesmore stared after the vortex where it disappeared, his mouth open as he looked for Wekin. When he turned back toward the hold, he saw Bruthen and Wyndler, white-faced in shock. Bruthen pointed. “Wow,” he whispered. “Wekin the Warrior.”

      “On deck!” Eliesmore shouted at them. He jumped off the window and turned toward the stairs. “We have to make sure Wekin gets back on this ship.”

      They stood frozen as Eliesmore dashed to the deck which was covered in black features. Blood and arrows were everywhere, and the White Steeds stood stunned. Eliesmore breathed with relief as he saw Wekin being hauled back on board, dripping wet.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic called, beckoning to him. Concern swept over his usually calm face.

      Eliesmore swallowed hard and hastened toward the group of Crons. Slime covered warriors moved out of his way, nodding with solemn faces. When Eliesmore reached the circle of Crons, he almost drew back at the object huddled on the ship floor. It was winged and covered in clumps of dried blood and filth. Arms and legs curled around it, but when the creature lifted its head, jeweled eyes met Eliesmore’s. Eliesmore stepped back, taking a deep breath. “Visra?”
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      “Visra?” Eliesmore repeated, searching for the gleam of mischief that usually hid in her round eyes.

      She met his gaze, blinking her lids like a lizard before her eyes slid away and she coughed. A clump of blood rolled out of her mouth, and she spit, barely missing her bare feet. A mixture of blood, guts, dirt and other extremes covered her body. It took a moment before Eliesmore realized she was naked. She hunched over, rocking back and forth as her eyes grew cloudy. Sea foam sprayed around them as she spoke. “I tried to stop them.” Her voice came out wooden. “There were so many of them. Like rivers that flow and one cannot tell where the source is… where do the endless waters come from? Where do the endless woísts come from? I tried. They come. Marching with drums. Why the drums drums drums? They have everything. We have nothing. We never should have tried. Why did we ever try? We should have followed the warning.” She lifted a hand, turning it back and forth as she stared at it as if she’d never seen it before. “Run,” she whispered. “Run. As fast as you can. Never stop.”

      Eliesmore stepped back as if she’d plunged a sharp shard of glass into his knee. He reached out, gripping Optimistic’s shoulder, opening his mouth to speak, yet words falling flat.

      A Cron jogged up to them and thrust a blanket toward Optimistic, eyes bulging as he gaped at the bloody horror. Optimistic dropped to his knees and wrapped the blanket around Visra.

      “How long have you been out here?” Eliesmore found his tongue.

      “Too long,” Visra shivered. “After Shimla. After the Truth Tellers. After the parting. I come here. I wanted to kill. I wanted to fight. But we should run…”

      “Visra?” Optimistic waved away the onlookers. “Give her space. She needs a moment, she’s not in her right mind.”

      Visra gave a harsh laugh. “This is the first time I’ve been in my right mind.” She glared at the Crons in turn, her eyes shining with an odd halo as she met Eliesmore’s eyes. Her lips curled. “Run.”

      Optimistic lifted her in his arms, an apologetic look on his face. “Eliesmore, come with me. Let’s clean her up.” He twisted his head around. “Where’s Idrithar?”

      Eliesmore surveyed the ship, it listed in the water, the deck covered with features and blood, while particles of the sea monster remained. Wekin coughed, limping forward. His eyes grew wide as he stared at Eliesmore, Optimistic, and a bloody Visra. Yamier stood with Skip, their bows pointing downwards. Eliesmore felt their horror as they stared in befuddlement. They were waiting for someone to give them orders. They weren’t used to taking initiative. They’d been trained to follow, trained to obey, trained to wait for orders.

      Idrithar strode across the deck, his eyes like thunder as his eyes swept over destruction. “Bring the buckets. We need to scrub the deck clean.”

      Instantly a quiet chatter swept across the ship, and Idrithar walked up to Eliesmore, Optimistic, and Visra. His eyes flashed.

      “Idrithar,” Optimistic breathed with relief.

      “Take her below decks,” Idrithar’s tone dripped with warmth and assurance. “Her presence is terrifying. We can’t have the army frightened right before we reach land.”

      Optimistic nodded, biting his lip as he moved toward the hold. Eliesmore followed him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sunset. Eliesmore sat in the hold with Optimistic. Visra had been scrubbed and dressed. Optimistic ripped holes in a shirt to allow her to use her wings. After her bath, she took a long draught of water and promptly went to sleep. Eliesmore sat a table across from Optimistic, unable to eat, waiting for her to wake up.

      “Idrains don’t sleep…” he trailed off.

      “Nay,” Optimistic shook his head, rocking back and forth in the chair. “I hate to think of what she’s been through. What is she doing out here? I thought the Iaen returned to Shimla.”

      Eliesmore thought of them. Visra with her devilish aura. Glashar with her golden hair. Ellagine. His mind shied away from thoughts of her. He could not face the truth. Not yet. “That’s what they told Idrithar and the Mermis. What if they didn’t return?”

      Optimistic’s brow creased. “You say that as if you believe they have ulterior motives.”

      Eliesmore pursed his lips, drumming his fingers on the table. “I don’t know what to think. Visra went to face the darkness on her own. Of course she was frightened, of course it turned out badly. She should have waited for us, the army. We are stronger as a whole.”

      Even as Eliesmore trailed off, he noted the odd look on Optimistic’s face. Optimistic narrowed his eyes, noting the irony of Eliesmore’s words. “I know. Eliesmore. Are you ready to talk about what happened in Daygone?”

      Eliesmore stiffened, leaning forward, keeping his voice low. “Optimistic, you are my closest friend, and I rarely keep anything from you. This time, it’s for your own good. Some things are too dark to share.”

      Optimistic cocked his head. “I won’t push you, but you know holding this thing inside becomes a festering poison. You need to find a way to release the burden you carry. However you choose. It may not be through talking. I find song heals my wounds, but Eliesmore, you need to find a way to let go of the darkness. I’ve felt what haunts you. You can’t carry it for the rest of your life.”

      Eliesmore nodded, his head acknowledging that Optimistic was right while a sudden anger swept through him. He took a deep breath. “I know.”
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      Arldrine tucked her hair behind an ear and pulled the quiver of blue tipped arrows over her shoulder. “What are we preparing for?” she directed the question toward Róta.

      “They are coming,” Róta lifted a spear and took aim, one hand outstretched to hold her balance as she practiced, lunging forward.

      “Who are?” Arldrine ran her fingers across her bow string, testing for any signs of weakness.

      “The Therian,” Róta let go of the spear, and it sang as it zinged through the air.

      “Why now?” Arldrine lifted her eyebrows in concern. “It’s been weeks since…since the sacrifice.” She shifted from foot to foot in discomfort.

      Her time with the tribe after Goldwind’s sacrifice had been difficult. She was furious with them for turning her friend over to the Therian. Fear gripped her heart each time she considered Goldwind in the hands of those ferocious beasts. Even if she had been able the fight, the tribe warned her the Therian had many clans in the mountains, and because of their unique abilities, they saw and heard all. The tribe was concerned their sacrifice had been lacking, yet they were reluctant to turn over one of their own. Since Arldrine was rejected, they looked at her with a mix of curiosity and scorn. In a sense, she felt like their prisoner and even though she could run off, the risk was too high. She felt trapped with no significant alternatives. If she ran, she would likely be caught again by the tribe or the Therian, since these were their mountains and they knew them best. As hard as it was to admit, the mountains differed greatly from the peaceful forests of Truemonix with its hidden paths. She would soon find herself lost in the Cascade Mountains, and a guide to aid her escape was not forthcoming. For a while, she’d considered asking Róta and the other Ezinck who had taken her to the Therian, Ayesha. The two had been kindest to her, Róta more so than Ayesha, yet even the risk for them was too great. The female Tider, Dyinka, who seemed to be their leader, told stories of those who interfered with the Therian and were torn from limb to limb, their eyes pecked out and their body parts hung, to remind the tribe they were subject to the ruthless punishments of the Therian. Therefore, they obeyed the Therian, least the hammer of anger be brought down against their entire tribe.

      Róta strode across the rocks to retrieve her spear before ducking back into the warm comfort of the tent. It was a three-sided tent with one side open to the encampment. “The Therian wait until we are comfortable, until we think they will not strike, and then they move in, and taunt us with terror. That is why they come now, and we must fight.”

      “I am not afraid to fight,” Arldrine told Róta. “I have seen battle with age-old creatures from the underground. This tribe can stand against the Therian.”

      Róta stood still. “You know not what you speak of. Come.”

      A warning howl sounded, echoing off the peaks that rose above them as they left the warmth of tents and caves.

      Dyinka appeared, her golden boots glinting in the sunlight as she heaved up a spear. She waved for others to follow her as they weaved their way through the mountainside.

      Arldrine followed in the rear with Róta and Ayesha. “Where are we going?” she whispered as the throng of Ezincks and Tiders surrounded her. They moved quickly yet stealthily, young and old, armed with knives, bows, and spears.

      “We meet in the arena where they give us the list of grievances. We have a chance to answer to them before they deal out the punishment they see fit.”

      Arldrine frowned, breaking into a jog as the pace quickened. They ran uphill, howls resounding above them, and when she looked up into the cold blue sky, she saw great beasts wheeling above them. Xctas. Likely those that belonged to the clans of the Therian, there to ensure the tribe did as they were told.

      They moved up the mountainside to the place called the arena. Arldrine recognized it as the place where Róta and Ayesha had taken her for the exchange. She shuddered as they stood on a boulder, looking down into the narrow valley. A group of Tiders stood in the middle, they looked alike with bare chests, gray and white fur hanging off one of their broad shoulders. They all had dark hair. Some wore it in long braids, others shorter. Some of them had beards while others had clean-shaven faces, displaying their square jaws, grim and set. Two of them paced with impatience, the undercurrent of bloodthirsty growls emitting from their muscular bodies.

      Arldrine stepped back at the sight of them, watching gray wolves crouching in the slopes above the Tiders. Further back she saw black bulls standing on their hind legs, giving them a height of six feet, with horns stretching out sideways on their heads. The sharp cry of Xctas came from the sky, and a group of them wheeled, one after the other, momentarily blocking out light from the sky. Arldrine took a deep breath, calculating their numbers. The tribe of female Ezincks and Tiders was vast, yet the Therian were twice their size, and twice as fearsome. Arldrine chewed her lower lip, she’d fought the Rakhai and the woísts of the Holesmoles, but she did not understand why fear stilled her heart.

      As the assumed leader of the Therian threw back his head and roared, she realized exactly what it was. She’d lost confidence in herself because she placed her identify in finding her people, and they would not accept her for who she was. She’d left the comfort of the Green Company and fled into the unknown despite warnings. She searched for something to anchor her motivation to, and yet there was nothing. Surrounded by her people, it seemed she fought alone for something meaningless and purposeless.

      “Shawdi of the House of Therian calls on Dyinka of the Tribe of Minas to answer for crimes.”

      Dyinka moved down the mountainside into the arena. A group of five following her while the others remained in the shadows, waiting for the battle cry and the signal to attack.

      “What crimes? We have kept our end of the deal and have presented a sacrifice as required,” Dyinka’s voice rang out loud and strong as if she were not intimidated by the display of force by the Therian.

      “Your sacrifice was lacking, and due to your lack of finding an acceptable substitute, we are here to list out the obligations you must carry out.”

      “We found an acceptable sacrifice,” Dyinka interrupted, “You failed to accept it.”

      A second Tider stepped forward, “If I may, where is the unacceptable sacrifice?”

      Arldrine leaped up, her heart in her throat as she stared down at the Therian. Unable to stop herself she moved forward.

      “What are you doing?” Róta whispered.

      Arldrine waved her away and started down the mountain path toward the center of the area, hardly daring to believe what her eyes showed her. What was Zhane doing in the mountains, and why was he standing with the Therian, ready to slather the Tribe of Minas? She tripped down the mountain, barely hearing the conversation between Dyinka and Shawdi.

      “Zhane,” she whispered as she stepped in line with Dyinka and the Ezincks. She knew he did not hear her, but his eyes on fell on hers and his expression lit up. He looked tired, his face drawn, and she saw worry behind his dark eyes. He mouthed her name, relief resting on him like a burden taken from a weary traveler.

      He held up a hand, turning to address Shawdi. “If I accept the sacrifice now, and the Tribe of Minas preform an act, will all be forgiven?”

      “The balance will be even,” Shawdi held up a finger. “Let the sacrifice step forward.”

      Arldrine wanted to stay something rude, insulted by the frank and indent terms they used to describe her, yet her joy and relief to see Zhane overcame her impulse. She moved across the barrier between the Therian and the Tribe of Minas, and before she could stop him, he swept her into his arms, pressing her tightly against his body as if he would never let go. She fastened her arms around his waist, hanging on as relief coursed through her. Around her voices shouted yet it seemed to be in the distance as he kissed her head, his lips falling near her eyes as he whispered, “Arldrine, I am thankful to find you unharmed. We play a risky game now, the life of all will depend on what happens next.”

      “Zhane…” she tried to respond, but he held her closer, almost taking her breath away.

      She closed her eyes, sinking her face into the furs he wore, inhaling the rich piney smell of the mountains. For one moment is seemed as if she took flight above the white mountains peaks and soared into a lush green forest where a crystal-clear waterfall poured down into paradise, and the woes of the world were forgotten.

      “Take my hand,” he whispered, letting go of her.

      She nodded. He grasped her hand firmly in his and lifted it high into the air as if they had won a great victory. Where their hands met a furl of white light burst out and twirled in a riot across the skies, morphing and shifting as white motes drifted around them, colliding and bursting until they turned into snow, falling on the heads of all that observed.

      “I am Zhane the Warrior of the House of Therian and this is Arldrine the Ezinck of Truemonix. I carry the sword of Crinte the Wise and she carries the bow and arrows of Legone the Swift. We bring you hope. We will help you regain Stronghold because the reign of the Black Steeds is failing. This shall be our act of goodwill if you will have us.”

      As Zhane’s words rang out across the craggy mountain peak, Arldrine gazed at him in admiration and saw, for the first time his strength. Instead of following the lead of Idrithar he had taken it upon himself to strike out on his own and stand tall. She saw the strength he had denied himself. Arldrine watched as the snow fell and one by one she saw a change come over the Therian and the Tribe of Minas as if someone had taken their hardened hearts and given them something pure to hold on to. She saw the hope gently sway their souls and realized she was an example of what she’d hoped to accomplish, something she could not do without Zhane because they were two halves of a whole. They belonged together, and it was the coming together that allowed them to change the hearts and minds of the ruthless, wild beasts of the mountains and the tribe of females who thought they did not need the assistance of males, except for procreating.

      Arldrine stood tall, raised her chin and squeezed Zhane’s hand. When she did, she saw their future flicker into view, and she knew, despite the good and bad that would overcome them, as long as they stood together, they would be powerful.

      A roar let loose, one of awe and wonder as the Therian and the Tribe of Minas lifted their eyes. As she stood in the arena with Zhane, hearing the approval of the display of power, she realized her past mindset had been wrong. Her original quest had been to find mankind, the people of the mountains and persuade them to the fight with the One. Yet as their voices chorused around her, she recognized the fight, the battle would not be theirs unless they knew who they were. The Therian and the Tribe of Minas had to know who they were, and what they were fighting for before they could join an epic cause. They had to find their identity in life first.
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      He walked the ashen ground, smoke drifting around him as he lifted the Jeweled Sword. The light was gone, there was nothing to reflect the sparkles of the gems. All the same, he lifted the weapon and spun to face her. She roared, a monster with curved fingers. She tore across the field, snatching bolts of evil out of the air and flinging them at him. He parried and thrust, driving toward her until his arms burned from lifting the sword and his legs shook with exhaustion. Green and gold light poured into the sword and when he lifted it for the final blow she swung, a ball and chain ripping out of the air and slamming into the Jeweled Sword. It shattered, jewels flying through the air, falling at her feet in worship. He gazed in horror as she towered over him, reaching down a hand encased in armor, clasping it around his neck. He gasped for breath as she lifted him, kicking and wiggling in vain. You are not the One. You have lost. Failure is your reward. She squeezed until the breath left his body, darkness clouded his vision and…

      

      Eliesmore woke up panting, clawing at his neck, attempting to shake away the nightmare. He swung his legs out over the bunk and leaned forward, taking deep breaths to soothe his panic. His shirt was wet with sweat as he stood, shrugged on his tunic and grabbed his sword. He tip-toed through the bunks, letting himself out the cabin door and weaving his way to the stairs that led up to the deck.

      The morning breeze was a welcome relief from the stink of the hold. Eliesmore doubted so many Crons, Tiders and animals ever should have been crammed into one space for such a long period. The stars were gone as Eliesmore walked the deck, a few Crons stood about, keeping watch. Eliesmore noted Skip, Idrithar, and a dark-headed Cron called Mattio on the quarterdeck of the ship; their faces pointed west. High above him in the crow’s nest, a Mermi, and an Xctas kept watch, ready to relay communications from ship to ship.

      Eliesmore walked toward the foremast, taking the small flight of stairs two at a time. A fog covered the western skies as he watched and a dark mass appeared in the distance. Idrithar looked over as Eliesmore joined them. “The shores of Sanga Sang lie before us. As discussed, you will go to shore with the horses and continue up the coast toward Sidell. I will take the two ships with foot soldiers and meet you on the coast of Sidell. It will give us a chance to divert our enemy. They can’t be in two places to attack us.”

      Eliesmore nodded in understanding. “What do the scouts say?”

      Idrithar shrugged. “They see nothing. Has Visra awakened yet? It is likely she has more to share with us.”

      Eliesmore frowned. Visra had been sleeping for days. Optimistic went to visit her daily, waiting for the moment she’d open her eyes, and her visions would be sharp with clarity. “Not yet.”

      Skip spun toward him, her long braid flying over her shoulder. She looked older, decked out in clean clothes. Eliesmore still glimpsed a bit of spitfire in her eyes. “Have you formed your squad yet? Are Yamier and Wekin part of it?” she raised her eyebrows, her face serious.

      Eliesmore blinked. Yamier and Wekin. The entire ship sang their praises.

      “My squad?”

      “Yes,” Skip rocked forward on her toes. “Yesterday during sword practice, Idrithar said we had to form squads of ten and stay together. He called it the backup system, always stay together.”

      Eliesmore smirked. Always stay together. That was a new phrase from Idrithar, much kinder than the relentless: those who are lost stay lost. “A squad of ten? It would be best to pair strengths and weaknesses. So, no, Yamier and Wekin will not be in my squad. They are strong enough to lead a division of the army. Don’t you think? I leave you with a decision. You may choose who to follow.”

      “I will always follow you,” Skip smiled, yet her eyes drifted past him as footsteps pounded across the deck.

      “Idrithar, Eliesmore,” Optimistic shouted from the middle of the deck, waving both hands at them. “Visra is awake.”

      A moment later the Jesnidrain walked out of the hold. She wore silver armor and carried her sword in hand, the blade gleaming in the dim light. She stomped across the deck toward Optimistic, grinning at him and running a hand down his arm. Placing a hand on her heart, she gave a mock bow in the direction of the foremast.

      Eliesmore marched down the stairs toward them, Idrithar following.

      “Visra,” he paused in front of her, scratching his neck, unsure what to say or do. Visra had never been his friend.

      She licked her lips as she eyed him. “Look at you. You got big and tall. Impressive.” She poked him in the chest and grinned.

      “Are you feeling better?” He stepped back suddenly feeling hot.

      “Don’t concern yourself with my feelings. We have to go.”

      “Go where?” Idrithar joined them, crossing his arms as he examined Visra.

      “West to fight. Isn’t that why you came? I’ve been fighting and waiting for you and the army to arrive. You sure took your time,” she grunted in disgust.

      Idrithar blew out his breath in frustration. “No one asked you to fight alone.”

      “Alone? I wasn’t alone the entire time. You will find him on the shore. I will stand with him, so you do not kill him too.”

      Idrithar cupped his hands over his mouth, “Prepare to go ashore.” He moved away, calling out orders.

      “Visra,” Eliesmore bit his lip. There were certain questions he wanted to ask, certain answers he desired, yet all the same, he hated having to ask Visra. “Earlier you mentioned the Truth Tellers…did you speak with them? What did they say?”

      “Oh, the Truth Tellers,” Visra put a hand over her heart and pulled a face. “I did not meet with them, that was Glashar. After Dathiem died…well…she was all boo hoo; no one loves me. I may have dropped a hint about the Truth Tellers, and she asked Ellagine to take her to them.”

      “Oh Glashar, where did she go?” Optimistic asked.

      “She did not say exactly,” Visra cocked her head to one side, thinking back. “She said she was going to search for the soul of her beloved and I’d never see her again.”

      “We did not have the chance to say goodbye,” Optimistic whispered.

      “It doesn’t matter, she and Ellagine were arguing the entire time, they were quite tiresome.”

      “The Truth Tellers,” Eliesmore interrupted. “Ellagine knows where they are?”

      Visra narrowed her eyes. “The Truth Tellers have always dwelt among the Iaen. The Green People know how to step across the barrier into the in-between and call them.”

      Eliesmore’s head began to pound as the rage awoke inside of him, threads of it floating to the surface, ready to unleash itself. Black words floated around him, peeling themselves off the book and hurling into his mind. He could not unsee them. He could not forget.

      The Truth Tellers were sent to the Four Worlds by the Creator. They alone know the past, present, and future, and if they share their knowledge, they can change the course of destiny. They offer truth in exchange for death. While they appear to the Treasure Hunters, the more powerful Green People possess a power which allows them to summer the Truth Tellers at will. However, there is always a price. The Truth Tellers are the only one who can stop our plan because they understand the depths of knowledge to a degree no mortal will every comprehend.

      “Eliesmore, what’s wrong?” Visra laughed. “Your eyes look like they could kill me.”

      “Where is she?” Eliesmore growled. “Where is Ellagine now?”

      “In Shimla, where else would she be?” She sheathed her sword and spread her wings. “I have to go make contact, and I need some food to take with me.”

      “Come with me,” Optimistic gestured back toward the hold. “We have plenty of food.”

      “I want meat,” Visra listed out her demands as she followed him. “I want a nice juicy leg of lamb and a thick slab of bacon. I assume Wekin is on this ship and he brought bacon by the barrel. I need water skins, it’s hot out there, winter forgot to show up…”

      They disappeared into the hold, and Eliesmore clenched his fists, trying to keep the rage from overcoming him. Ellagine knew the Truth Tellers. What else had she failed to tell him?

      [image: ]
* * *

      A figure cloaked in black stood on the shore with Visra. When he saw them approach he took off his hood and bowed his head. Eliesmore climbed out of the boat with Lythe who was keen to return to land. They sloshed through the shallow waters, following Idrithar to the shore. Optimistic, Yamier and Wekin waded behind them, silent for once.

      Eliesmore paused in surprise when he saw the male was an Ezinck. His head was shaved close, and his face was square, yet it was his eyes, deep-set and intelligent, that made Eliesmore pause. The male Ezinck spread his hands, and his cloak fell back. Eliesmore saw his arms were covered in designs of black ink and he wore gold bracelets on his arms.

      “Welcome. I have waited long for your presence. Let me introduce myself. I am Captain Elidar, formally a member of the Black Horse Lords and Ruler at the Black Steeds’ Fortress in the Torsilo Quarts. Eliesmore, it is a pleasure to meet again under different circumstances.”

      “What do you mean?” Eliesmore inquired, taken aback by the gross assumption. “We have never met.”

      He paused. “Ah. You must forgive me. In the Torture Chambers of the Torsilo Quarts. I set you free.”

      Eliesmore glared. He took a deep breath and suddenly he was back again. A wave of fear swept over his heart as he recalled the torture rooms. The white pelt of a fox, a Cron, beaten to death, the barrels of stagnant water where he was drowned until his lungs breathed fire. A wave of nausea overcame him and a sudden anger as the darkness surfaced yet again.  “You set me free? What about the others? I saw awful things there.”

      “I could not save them all.”

      “Because you are not willing to put your life at risk?”

      “They were watching me. I barely escaped myself.”

      “Excuses! How do you expect us to trust you after what you have done? They were innocent, and you destroyed them in the cruelest manner. Why should I spare your life?”

      “I do not ask for anything. I did wrong. I do not ask forgiveness for my sins. I came out here to make amends.”

      “Amends? There is no way for you to make amends unless you die a thousand horrible deaths.”

      “It is likely I will. Where we are going there is nothing but death. I came to join you, to help.”

      “You are one person, you cannot help.”

      Visra stepped forward. “He fought with me though the winter. He kept both of us alive.”

      “Until you went berserk and fought that battalion by yourself,” the Ezinck faced her, a concern coming over his face. “I thought you were dead.”

      “Almost.” She grinned her old, wicked grin. “He saved me,” she pointed at Optimistic who blushed.

      Eliesmore scowled. “This is life or death. This is not the time to sing the praises of each other.”

      “No,” Visra interrupted running a finger across her throat. “It’s time to kill. But he has information.”

      “I don’t trust him.”

      “Eliesmore you’ve made your position clear,” Idrithar touched his shoulder moving closer to the male Ezinck. “Captain Elidar, I am Idrithar the Wise, and I lead this army. Along with Eliesmore,” he added as an afterthought. “Our comrade Zhane the Warrior has gone missing or else he would be here to welcome you. We have sent our scouts, but you have a perspective on the inner workings of the Black Steeds. Tell me, what do you know?”

      He bowed. “If I may. The Dark Figure is here in Sidell. He moves.”

      “She,” Eliesmore interrupted.

      “Pardon?”

      “She moves. The Dark Figure is female.”

      “I see. The Dark Figure is in Sidell searching for more power. She moves between Sidell and Castle Range.”

      “No, that’s not right,” this time Idrithar interrupted. “The Rain Warriors guard the castle. No one can enter or leave.”

      A slight hint of annoyance passed over Captain Elidar’s face. He pursed his lips and folded his hands. “Perhaps. It is rumored there is a device which opens portals into other worlds. It was damaged, trapping the Changers in the South World some time ago. They say it is used to travel between Daygone, Sidell, and Castle Range.”

      “Indeed.”

      “If we trap the Dark Figure here…” he eyed the ships in disappointment. “It is likely she will escape to Castle Range, and we will need to go over the mountains to strike back. The countryside is swarming with woísts. They are waiting for you. They are ready.”

      “Did you come here to terrify us or give us knowledge?” Eliesmore demanded.

      “I came to tell you they know you are coming. They are watching.”

      “How do you suggest we get through their defenses?” Idrithar steered the conversation back to a productive nature.

      “Do you have a map?”

      “Wekin? A map!”

      Wekin stepped forward, unrolling a piece of parchment and handing it to Idrithar. His eyes moved back and forth, observing the odd conversation.

      “If you have a large enough force, we can attack them on all sides, drawing their attention away from Sidell and keeping them distracted. With the fighting on all sides, we protect ourselves from being hit with the full brunt of their strength.”

      “Interesting,” Idrithar nodded at him. “Please do join our ranks. I hesitate to disseminate our strategy with you, as you understand, you were once with our enemy, and now you fight for us. We appreciate your skills with the blade, and what knowledge you are willing to share, however, you cannot expect us to be quite as open and honest as you are.”

      “Understood,” Captain Elidar bowed his head. “I do not wish for any leadership responsibilities, I have had enough. My desire is to fight, with the One and his army.”

      “Welcome, then,” Idrithar spoke for them all.

      Eliesmore stepped back. “The horses are coming. We will ride to Sidell.”

      He turned to the shore where the army poured in, their numbers swelling as they marched across the land. Weapons were still sheathed, but Eliesmore could not help but think to himself what an impressive sight they made with their silver armor and green flags with the symbol of the White Steeds, a white horse rearing. The white horses followed them, running back and forth on the shore, grateful to be free from the rollicking of the waves and the cramped darkness and damp of the ships.

      Zikes. Eliesmore called, hoping they had made landfall.

      Eliesmore the Great, we hear and obey.

      Scout the land to the north, we march toward Sidell. Scout the land to the north and let me know what you find.

      Aye. Eliesmore the Great. We hear and obey.

      They scurried off, a river of red moving toward Sidell.

      Wekin and Yamier stood beside Eliesmore, watching the Zikes before turning their gaze back to the ships. “I’m going to miss sailing,” Wekin lamented. “After this, I’m going back out there to explore the wild seas.”

      “And hunt for treasure,” Yamier added, adjusting the quiver on his back.

      Skip and Bruthen joined them. “I’d like to go sailing again too,” Skip glanced at Yamier. “If we win.”

      “Not if, when we win,” Wekin corrected her.

      Flywinger trotted up to Eliesmore, nudging him. “Here we meet again,” Eliesmore stroked his neck. “Let’s ride. Lythe? Will you have trouble keeping up?”

      “No, I am grateful for a run,” Lythe padded around Eliesmore, his liquid gold eyes wide in anticipation.

      Eliesmore mounted up, Optimistic by his side as usual. He noticed Sir Regante and Wyndler join them. “We ride inland,” he called. “Follow me.”

      Flywinger walked forward, leading them at an easy gait as he regained his footing. Before long they sped up into a canter, and the darkness hovered above them as Eliesmore and his army set forth to fight the Dark Figure.
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      Much later, when the war cries had faded, and the Tribe of Minas returned to their tents and the Therian to their caves to prepare to march, Zhane pulled Arldrine aside. They had returned with the Therian, since that was where Zhane belonged, and although no words had been spoken between them, due to the chaos and surprising turn of events, Arldrine held his hand, sure of him, and sure of herself.

      “Zhane,” she whispered.

      “Arldrine?” He waited for her to speak, his eyes meeting hers, calm, waiting.

      “I found my people,” she told him, although it was plain to see.

      There was a flicker in his eyes. “I am happy for you, but there is something else?”

      “I thought I belonged with them.”

      “What do you believe now?”

      “For the first time, I am not sure. I know they need my help, but they are hardhearted, they don’t listen.”

      Zhane gave a quick nod. “They are like the Therian. We go to Stronghold to fight, after that, should all go well, do you want to return to them?”

      “At one time it seemed like the right thing to do, what I should do. Zhane, hear me out. The line of my people is falling. The Ezincks have been targeted; it’s only right to return to my people and help them carry forth our line." She stopped. She’d said too much. She lifted her chin, displaying strength, not weakness.

      He was calm before her although a muscle twitched in his face. “I don’t care what’s right. Is that what you want? What does your heart desire?”

      “It doesn’t matter. As long as there are Black Steeds in this world to fight against, what I want will always be secondary.”

      “No. You are wrong. I will tell you why. Because when we set out to take back the world from the Black Steeds, we set out to bring hope to the people groups. We bring a future which is not focused solely on doing what’s right, although it must be taken into consideration. We want to save life, and life is not about following the rules and doing what’s right because someone else told you it is. It’s about finding your passion and hope and bringing that to the forefront. For when you can fully live the life you’ve always imagined, and you gain your true self, it is only then you can truly make an impact on those around you. Doing what is right is a rule. It does not bring you joy. It does not bring you happiness. Eventually, you will resent what you have denied yourself because you were following the way, and doing what you thought you should do. If you can experience true joy in your life, it will be easier to bring joy to others. You will find it within yourself to help others, and the bitterness will fade, and no cost will be too high. You have regained hope, do not lose it again, it is the only thing worth fighting for.”

      She blinked, taking a step backward. “We do not have the luxury of thinking for ourselves. Remember, I told you, our lives were forfeit the moment we took up this quest.”

      “No, the moment the Green Stone was dissolved, our lives were given back to us. We accomplished what we set out to do, and this is only the final step before we are cast into a life we must choose. This is not an easy path we walk. Regardless of the fall of the Black Steeds, there will be disharmony among the people groups. We must walk with them, teaching and advising, and if we do not stand united, if we do not find the hope within us, what good are we to stand before them and show them the way to light?

      “Hear me out. I tell you this, Arldrine of Truemonix. I know what I want, and in saying this, I hear you. I understand your desire to help your people step into the new era coming to the South World. I understand the need to bring back the line of forest dwellers and restore them to their rightful place in Truemonix. I tell you this, the world we live in now is not the same as the world our ancestors dwelt in. Even as we restore the balance of good and evil, a change must take place within all of us. I have seen it, through visions, through my past and my knowledge. I tell you, Arldrine of Truemonix. You are strong. You are not afraid to walk paths unknown and ask tough questions. You are confident in your abilities, and you are a powerful warrior, but despite everything, you were not meant to be alone. You need me as I need you. The bond between us cannot be ignored. We are compatible in every way; we belong together. This isn’t about the world. It’s about you and I. I want us to stand, hand in hand, ushering in this new era. I want us to walk among the people groups, teaching them the difference between good and evil, right and wrong. I want us to be an example others will look to and uphold. We may be different, but our differences, our perspectives, make us a united front. You are not alone.

      “You may assume you are the only one who can bring back the line of the Ezincks, but that’s not true. They escaped. They have begun, and you have brought them hope. Long have been the years I loved you and remained silent, thinking, if I spoke up, it would change your thinking. Yet, that is what I wish to do now. I tell you, we are not equals unless we are together. We were never meant to walk this world alone, and if you return to the Ezincks, you will be alone.” He held out his hand. “I am not forcing you, I’m asking you. You can do as your heart desires, but I know you, and I believe I know what your heart desires. Thus, I offer myself. Stay with me, let our paths intertwine from now until evermore. I am a Tider. You are an Ezinck. Tell me, Arldrine. What do you say?”

      He’d moved closer as he spoke, and he towered over her, his eyes dark and intense as he lifted her chin with one finger. A spark of white light flashed as she lifted her face to his, drawing a deep breath she threw her arms around his neck and pulled him toward her. She’d never heard him say so many words at one time. The passion and intensity was ardent in his dark gaze. Moving his head toward hers, she opened her mouth and touched her lips to his, savoring his touch, his smell. He kissed her gently, one arm tightening around her waist as he broke the kiss. “You saw the display of power back there. You felt what I felt. I came here, to the mountains, to change your mind. To be with you. What do you say?” his voice was low with a hint of a growl as his eyes searched her face.

      “Yes,” she whispered, realizing Zhane was unaware of the change she’d gone through while living with the Tribe of Minas. The experience led her to a knowledge of what she truly desired, and she opened her mouth to tell him they were one in their thinking. “If you thought I would return to the Tribe of Minas, after you came all this way to find me, you would be wrong. That was a past thought, but when we held hands in the arena, I saw everything, and I promise, I will walk with you, now and evermore.”

      “I will be yours.”

      “And you will be mine.”

      “This promise is sealed.”

      “As long as the stars shall endure.”

      “As long as our souls are entwined.”

      “I will fight with you, honor you, love you and respect you.”

      “We shall live and love for an eternity.”

      “I will love you, now, forever, and always.”

      “Zhane.”

      “Arldrine.”

      “I just saw it. When we kissed. I saw the future. It’s us.”

      “Of course.”

      “No, I mean, we are the future. We are the Rulers of the West.”

      Zhane stepped back, gazing at her. “Are you sure?” he whispered.

      “I saw it, that’s why we are here. To unite the tribes and clans of the mountains, to restore them to themselves.”

      Zhane embraced her, holding her tight for long moments before leading her to a cave. He pulled a fur across the opening for privacy. They lay down their weapons together, and Zhane reclined on the rock which doubled as a bed, covered with furs. Arldrine wondered, briefly, what creature the furs had belonged to, for it seemed odd that such an animalistic tribe would use furs, their skin, as frequently as they did. Distracting her, Zhane took her hand and pulled her to his side. “I have a story to tell you, one I have not told before.” A brief shadow crossed over his eyes.

      “I’m listening,” she encouraged him.

      “This used to be home. Here is where I grew up. Stronghold, in the southern end of the mountains, was taken from the Therian before I was born. It’s a stone fortress, on the cusp of Itmether, where all the clans dwelt until they were betrayed.” He fell silent, his thumb running across the palm of Arldrine’s hand. She shivered under his touch, but the white motes that came out when they touched were silent. She felt the edges of power glistening around them with a new sensation of control.

      “In my father’s clan the bloodline is sacred, but even more so is the ability to shift. To change. It is a tradition for the children of the Therian, male and female alike, to set out on our first hunt at ten years of age. Dathiem and I went out on our solo hunts around the same time, but we did not complete the quest because we could not shift. Instead of being Hunters we became the hunted. They liked to play with their prey, torment, and tease. Their attacks taught us how to fight. Until…” Zhane trailed off, looking away from Arldrine. He took a deep breath before facing her again. “I’ve seen nothing like it. Dathiem lost his self-control, and he slayed an entire clan. All of them. Young and old, male and female, the adults and children, all of them. I knew it was wrong…but how could they expect me to turn on him? The only one who was on my side? They pushed him into a corner, and he lashed out. Shortly after, everyone we knew was murdered, even my father, a clan leader, because he did not give me up. My bid to rule the clan was forfeit because I lack the ability to shift. Dathiem and I ran, and we tried to forget, and we succeeded. What we did was wrong, and I see the Therian and the Ezincks repeating the same thing. No one is on their side, they have been backed into a corner, and they lash out in any way possible. No one has shown them kindness which is why they turn on each other and violence abounds.”

      “I see,” she squeezed his hand. “That’s why you want to regain Stronghold.”

      “It is risky, we could all die, but it's better than this useless squabbling.”

      “Zhane,” Arldrine wrapped her fingers around his hand, squeezing it before straddling him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned into his scent as his hand came up, sliding under her shirt. “I love you, but more so in this moment. Zhane, I can’t imagine what you gave up to come to me, and to rectify the situation with the Therian and the Tribe of Minas. I shouldn’t have come here without…”

      “No,” he lifted her chin, drawing her closer until his scent swept over her. His hand rose underneath her shirt, creeping up her back. “No. I always run away from you. I’ve always let our decisions be made separately when we should be together. From now on, we work together.”

      Arldrine gaze at him and a feeling rose inside of her. She touched his face, and the white motes danced around them.

      “Zhane…”

      “I love you,” he stroked her back, pulling her closing, crushing her mouth with his.

      Closing her eyes, she took him in, drowning in his essence. Words. There were many words she wanted to use to tell him how much he meant to her, to whisper how much she loved him, not just for what he had done, but for who he was deep inside. He had seen the darkness and overcame it. He was worth leaving her people and choosing not to mate with them. It was okay for the line of Ezincks to fade for she had found something far more precious.
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      They climbed through stone ruins and villages forsaken after the rise of the Black Steeds, as they moved toward Stronghold. Zhane walked with Shawdi and Halbrin while the Therian scattered around them, some as beasts, others in their Tider forms. The Tribe of Minas marched in the middle, giving away no emotion. It took them the better part of the week to travel, and at night they made camp, passing food from one to another and whispering in low voices. A vibe of mistrust floated through the air as thick as the brooding gray clouds ahead. Zhane conveyed none of his feelings, although at times he wondered if the Therian would turn on the Tribe of Minas in battle and slaughter them all.

      Midday on the seventh day, Zhane paused on a mountain slope, overlooking the rising towers of Stronghold. It was a maze of caves which had been built into the gray mountainside. Its towers peaked in sharp points toward the heavens and were covered in long icicles like an ice palace. When the sunlight hit it, it was beautiful.

      “We attack at night,” Shawdi announced, holding his hand up.

      “What strategy to you propose,” Dyinka lifted her chin, determined to protect her tribe even though she did not have a choice in the matter.

      “We must be cautious the Watchers do not see us,” Zhane walked forward with Arldrine at his side. The Therian looked at him with disdain, but he ignored their hostile glares. “We do not want to put them on guard. It has been years since an attack. They have to believe it is safe and there is no need to keep watch. If they are caught off guard, it will be easier to capture the fortress.”

      “What if we attack from the inside,” Arldrine spoke up, stepping forward. “A fortress is difficult to take over from the outside. But if members from the Tribe of Minas request permission to enter on the basis of seeking refuge, we could take over the guard and let the Therian inside.”

      “We should not take advice from a mere female,” Halbrin snapped.

      Shawdi held up his hand. “Perhaps, but she speaks sense. The reason Stronghold has never been retaken is because we have tried to do so with force.”

      “Are you on their side?” Halbrin barked. “If you allow the Tribes of Minas to enter before us, how do you know they won’t turn on us.”

      Dyinka stepped forward, twirling her golden ax, her voice low and bitter. “How do we know the Therian won’t turn on us once Stronghold is retaken?”

      “We don’t know,” Arldrine spoke up again, unwilling to allow herself to be intimidated. Zhane eyed her with respect as she spoke her mind, regardless of the hostile threats surrounding her. “If we want this plan to work, we need to trust each other, and that trust will not come lightly. If we continue to be at each other’s throats, Stronghold will fall, as will the Therian and the Tribe of Minas. Is it worth it to slaughter each other before we can make progress?”

      Shawdi grunted. “Those who will not agree to these terms can stay behind. I wager we trust each other enough to take over Stronghold, once that is done, we can discuss terms of surrender.”

      Zhane nodded, thankful the Therian had the sense to stay the hand of massacre.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A horn bellowed. Deep vibrations wailing up as Zhane ran forward, swift-footed with members of the Therian. The Tribe of Minas had snuck inside, borne on the wings of the Xctas to ambush the enemy from the outside. Zhane could only hope it went well for them since there was no knowing what creatures dwelt in Stronghold. When he glanced up at the trembling icicles of Stronghold, he saw archers perched in the towers and black arrows zinged down at the Therian.

      “Look out for archers,” someone shouted.

      “Release the Xctas, let them take them down,” Shawdi called.

      Zhane drew his twin blades as he reached the drawbridge where foot soldiers of the Black Steeds stood. As he drew nearer, he saw there were woísts and a wave of irritation swept over him. The armies of the Black Steeds even reached as far as Stronghold, which appeared like an ice palace built into the mountainside. A rushing river lay frozen off the edge of a cliff, leaving a drawbridge as the only entrance for Stronghold. The surprise attack caught the Black Steed off guard and Zhane assumed they did not have time to draw the bridge before the Therian and Tribe of Minas were upon them.

      A horn bellowed again, and the ground began to shake. The Therian surged forward, a battle cry on their lips as they moved toward the woísts. The two battalions collided in a mist of growls, barks, cries, and the clang of weapons. Slivers of moonlight showed the fight to Zhane as he threw himself against the woísts, fighting to stand on the drawbridge without being hurled over the edge to an icy death in the river.

      A bull rushed past him, hooves pounding over the drawbridge as it slid to a stop, lowering its head and swinging. The bull skewered two woísts and tossed them, shrieking, over the side of the bridge. An Xctas flew by, snatching up woísts by their shoulders and tossing them over while the wolves and bears leaped and swung with sharp teeth and claws. Zhane was not the only one who stayed in his Tider form. The Therian switched as necessary, one moment a wolf attacked, the next moment it was a Tider, snatching up a fallen weapon to fight his way through the woísts.

      The archers disappeared, and cries rang out along with joyful shouts. Zhane assumed the shout meant the Tribe of Minas had found the archers and were taking over their positions in the watchtowers of Stronghold. Zhane pushed forward as the horn blew one final time, and he saw something move on the side of a cliff. He lifted a hand to shield his eyes as an avalanche let loose on the mountains, hurling toward the bridge. “Get down!” Zhane shouted as a white blur of snow and rock thundered down the mountainside toward the drawbridge.
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      He heard them before he saw them. A chant echoed over the land, making Eliesmore’s blood freeze with the eeriness of it. The aura of his army was heavy, their spirits crushed by the foulness of darkness, seeping through the land.

      

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      

      Eliesmore held up a fist, the signal for everyone to pause.

      Zikes, he called, waiting for the red ripple to appear. What do you see?

      They march from the north in massive divisions. Numbers by the thousands.

      Draw back and join the army and me.

      Aye. Eliesmore the Great. We hear and obey.

      The army came to a halt on a hill which swooped into a valley and rolled onwards to another slope where the great city of Sidell perched. It was elevated yet still a city that could be attacked on all sides. When Eliesmore squinted, he could see it in the distance.

      “Line up,” he called, his voice carrying across the hill. “This is our territory now. We hold this hill, we can move forward, but we do not retreat, we do not give up this land. Archers, get ready. Optimistic is your leader. Follow his command. Those who wield the blade, follow me.”

      Idrithar had returned to the ship and sailed north with the right flank of the army. They would make landfall in Sidell and march toward the front of the city. They were one thousand strong. If things went according to plan, the armies would converge, overwhelm the Black Steeds and breach the city on two sides. Two thousand against tens of thousands of woísts. The numbers spoke of failure, but as Eliesmore clenched the Jeweled Sword, he was confident in his power. He glanced sideways at the warriors surrounding him.

      Optimistic dismounted and joined Eliesmore, gazing over the valley. “Eliesmore. This is it. Are you ready?”

      “I suppose so. I never imagined it would come to this,” he sought Optimistic’s comforting gaze.

      “No, but here we are. Eliesmore. The army looks to you. They would appreciate words of encouragement before the battle beings.”

      “I don’t know that I have anything to say to them. The darkness has stolen my words. It is better that you say something.”

      “Perhaps, but you are their leader now.”

      Eliesmore paused, “But so are you Optimistic.”

      Optimistic walked to the center of the hill, holding out a hand for a flag which he planted while calling out orders to the archers. His kind words of encouragement drifted through the air. Eliesmore watched how the archers responded, trust and respect shone out of their eyes.

      Eliesmore lifted his face to the skies, closed his eyes and listened to the voice deep within him. Zikes. He called again.

      In the distance, he heard the movement of the woísts and his fingers tingled with desire. Even though the Dark One who called the woísts forth from the Holesmoles was gone, Eliesmore felt as if their desire for battle and blood had been passed to him.

      Eliesmore the Great, we hear and obey.

      Eliesmore shook his head at the response. The Zikes did not have a wide vocabulary.

      Half of you head toward Idrithar’s division of the army and keep the woísts from reaching the sea.

      Eliesmore the Great, we hear and obey.

      A quiet mummer of chatter reached his ears, like the wind blowing through grasslands, as the Zikes rushed off on their mission.

      Eliesmore turned back toward his division of the army and began to shout out orders.

      “Wekin,” Eliesmore nodded toward his eager friend. “Take five hundred with you and stay to the right. Your goal is to meet with Idrithar’s division of the army at the gates of Sidell. If you can get that far.”

      Wekin swallowed hard and nodded so quickly he almost bit his tongue. “I will get that far,” he patted his sword.

      “Archers, at the ready,” Eliesmore lifted the Jeweled Sword straight up in the air. Within, he felt the pulse of power spreading through him, begging to be let out, determined to be released whether he wished it or not. “Sword fighters, retaliation will be swift, keep your shields up. Protect the archers.”

      He fell silent, turning back, in readiness for the battle to begin. Now he could see the city clearly in the distance, and he wondered if any people lived there, or if they had all been sacrificed to the Dark Figure.

      Lythe panted, trotting up and down in front of the line of white horses. An Xctas flew out of the sky, calling a warning. Eliesmore sat up on Flywinger’s back and then he saw them. The woísts were coming, marching past the city as they moved into the valley and headed toward the hill where the White Steeds’ flag flew.

      “I see them,” Eliesmore called.

      “Begin the countdown,” Optimistic suggested.

      “Five!” Eliesmore shouted.

      “Four!” The archers rejoined.

      “Three!”

      “Two!”

      “One!”

      “Release!”

      White-tipped arrows thrummed through the air, silent in flight as they moved in an arch over Eliesmore’s head. He watched them sink into the fog, unseen. The army paused, waiting with bated breath. There was a beat of dread, and then the silence exploded into horrific screams as arrows sank deep into flesh. A few seconds later a volley of black arrows covered the skies and Eliesmore, without thinking, lifted his hands and shouted. Green fire surged across the skies, meeting the arrows in mid-flight and disintegrating them.

      “Again!” He ordered. “Keep those shields up.”

      Their second volley was returned and out of the mist the woísts appeared, riding great beasts with tan and black skins and saber long teeth. They leaped toward the army of White Steeds. They reached the red river of Zikes first, who jumped and leaped, scrambling up the woísts like an army of ants, sticking their poisonous pointers in the most effective place for instant death. Woísts shrieked in surprise, fighting off the invisible beasts as they fell, foaming at the mouth as the poison took effect. A few moments later, the woísts, paralyzed on the battleground, were stomped to death in the frantic panic, unable to move as the poison seeped through their bodies, chilling them into an icy death.

      The Xctas flew across the darkened sky and dived, their curved, sharp beaks ripping while their deadly claws shredded the chainmail and helmets of the woísts, before tearing through vulnerable flesh.

      A flash of brown attracted Eliesmore’s attention as Duríment and Company dashed down the hill, pulling out blades, thin as needles. They leaped with nimbleness over fallen bodies, tails twitching as they made their way deeper into the battle.

      “Lythe, stay with the archers,” Eliesmore ordered. ‘I don’t want you getting hurt in the crush of hooves.”

      “I can fight,” Lythe whined.

      “I know you can,” Eliesmore’s tone grew gentle. “I want to see you safe, after this battle.” He leaned low over Flywinger, adrenaline rushing through his body. “Ready Flywinger?”

      Flywinger whinnied, rose up on his hind legs and came down running. The warriors on horseback surged down the hill, weapons forward, shields high as they collided with the woísts. Eliesmore drove his sword in and out of woísts, knocking heads from bodies, ripping open throats and shattering amour with the strength of his blows. Shouts and cries ripped out around him, roars of victory, cries of terror. Woísts dropped dead around Eliesmore as he mowed through them like they were wheat, ripples of fire pouring off the Jeweled Sword.

      Flywinger tripped, and Eliesmore went flying. He soared through the air, gritting his teeth as he flipped over and landed in the middle of the woísts. Those closest to him formed a circle, growling as they approached him, holding out their weapons. Eliesmore held out his blade and spun, an arch of light shooting off of it like daggers.

      Above him, Mermis wheeled on the Silver Herd before alighting on the hill with archers. Their arrival meant the ships had reached land and Idrithar’s division of the army would soon appear. The Mermis dismounted and pulled out curved blades, running forward with silver painted faces as they joined the onslaught.

      “Énvictosry!” A cry rang out.

      Green fire poured out of the Jeweled Sword as Eliesmore spun, the charred remained of the woísts falling around him. He saw Visra, wings spread, a manic grin on his face, her eyes gleaming like wicked jewels as she swung her blade, amour shattering with the strength of her blow. To her right the dark blur of Captain Elidar moved in sync, parrying and thrusting, using his fists, covered in chain mail, to punch through the creatures.

      Eliesmore pursed his lips, surprised when a spurt of gold light burst through the air. Shrieks and cries rang out as the light rose, like a golden hand before turning into a fist. It continued to grow, tripling in size before it punched, smashing the woísts flat into the ground. The ground quaked beneath them at the strength of the fist. Eliesmore saw, in the distance, Idrithar, holding the sword of Alaireia the Ezinck up high while golden light poured out of it, like an endless river of fury.

      Time passed as Eliesmore fought his way through the valley while the walls of the great city of Sidell rose before him. Blinking Eliesmore flicked his sword around, the jewels glowing hot under his hands. The woísts in his vicinity were nothing more but dead vessels, and he ran, jumping over them, moving closer to the city walls. From his vantage point, he saw an immediate victory for the White Steeds as the woísts fell before them. “Take the city!” He shouted, encouraging the warriors running to catch up with him. “We have to take the city!”

      The Xctas took up the cry, passing it from one division of the army to the next. Around Eliesmore, warriors surged forward, some still riding horses, others running on booted feet. The slaughter of woísts was so high he could not help but run across them, and as he did, he saw an army of Crons and Tiders. They wore black armor and stood in front of the city walls.

      High above him, archers took aim and Eliesmore felt a violent rage twist around him, like a snake smothering its prey. It was one thing to kill the woísts, vile creatures of the deep, but quite another to face his brethren, the mortals, those whose hearts and minds had been deceived by evil. Bones snapped under his feet as he slowed to a walk, his mouth set in a grim line as his arm carrying the Jeweled Sword came down, the glinting edge pointed toward the ground. What was wrong with the Black Steeds? Why hadn’t the mortals converted to White Steeds when they saw the Green Light in the sky? The number of White Steeds swelled daily, while the Black Steeds stood strong, for no reason. It was inevitable, the White Steeds would win. As the prophecy proclaimed. Eliesmore gnashed his teeth as the words from the black book swirled around him.

      The world belongs to the mortals. Despite revising history, time and time again, the world is taken back by the mortals regardless of what the immortals do. It is regrettable that a race with long life and deep knowledge is not able to outmatch the mortals. Some say it is because their lives are short, they are focused on how precious life is, and are bent on saving it for themselves and future descendants. If the immortals are to take back the world once and for all, it will be a long-term plan, made in secret. It will be a plan that makes the mortals believe they are winning. It is a long, twisted game, and only those with the power of mind control can pick the players and begin. It is only through a long deception that the immortals shall gain the right to rule the world. Once we rule, there will be no return for the mortals.

      He lifted his sword again as the rage mounted and his feet ran forward. It did not matter. The Black Steeds made the wrong choice, they had to die whether they were mortals or woísts.

      Eliesmore dived into the melee, letting the power of the Jeweled Sword control his actions. He swung high, cleaving heads from bodies as he surged like a wave through the Black Steeds. White eyes of Crons backing away in fear rose before him. Black armored hands came up, shielding themselves from his relentless attack. He tossed helmets from their heads and kicked them over until they lay, begging in surrender at his feet. Yet, for all his accomplishments, he heard the cries of his army and he turned, his own safety forgotten as he narrowed his eyes. In the distance he saw a white flag, twirling in the breeze, yet the archers were gone from the hill, standing in the lowlands while an army of woísts surged over the hill, ripping the flag out of the ground and smashing it under their feet. A woíst moved to the top of the hill, lifted a broadsword and roared, his silver blade gleaming in the darkness, while red blood dropped off it, a bold display of battles won and victories taken at the risk of many lives.

      “Turn back!” Came the cry. “Turn back to the hill! Protect the archers!”

      Eliesmore’s eye swarmed in fury as he turned to the east and saw, again, another army of woísts pouring out. He saw Idrithar turn in alarm, shouting for back up as he raced back toward the Jaded Sea. A boom rang through the air, and a fireball of red and purple exploded toward the waters. Eliesmore placed a hand on his heart and closed his eyes, hearing, even in the distance, the screams and cries of those burned as the ships went down in flames. The sudden victory disintegrated under his fingers, and when Eliesmore opened his eyes, he knew it was not enough, they were not enough. As long as they continued the onslaught the Dark Figure would meet them, blow after blow, with her endless armies of dark creatures. He had to face her and end this once and for all.

      “To the east, they are coming from the east!” voices shouted as mayhem took over.

      “Turn to the south! They are coming from the south!”

      Rivers of black streamed around them, like a bitter stream flowing to froth with red, and Eliesmore lifted the Jeweled Sword once again. Scanning the area, he saw Wekin and shouted. “Wekin! Hold them back!” There was more to say, but Wekin understood, he lifted the blade of Starman the Trazame and turned toward the south, clearing a path for the army, pulling those in need out of harm’s way.  A bolt of yellow lightning rippled across the sky as Idrithar took up the sword of Alaireia the Ezinck and ran east to hold back the army from the sea. Eliesmore lifted the Jeweled Sword, and as he turned to face the city, he saw yet another horde, coming from the mountains, woísts marching as far as the eye could see. He lifted the Jeweled Sword and let rage surge through him as he ran forward to face the armies of the Dark Figure.
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      A snap vibrated through the air, louder than a tree falling in the forest and Arldrine jumped. From where she perched in the tower, she saw a wall of snow hurling toward the bridge, and her heart leaped. Zhane was down there, standing firm with the Therian. She meant to fight by his side, but when the Tribe of Minas asked her to lead them, she’d given in to their request. It was on the way to build trust with the tribe and she’d noted the way the Tribe of Minas separated themselves from the Therian. “We have to help them. The bridge is going to fall the Therian will perish,” she shouted, turning back to those who stood with her.

      “Why should we help them?” an Ezinck spoke up. “They have been nothing but a burr in our side. With them gone, all of our problems will disappear.”

      “Aye.”

      “Hear hear,” the voice agreed.

      Arldrine spun, fear and fury churning within her. “I don’t have to tell you what will happen if the Black Steeds and those deadly creatures, the woísts, find us. They will slaughter us all. Is that what you want? At least with the Therian standing by they had a reason to stay away, with the Therian gone they will come after you and take your home. Would you rather serve the Black Steeds, or fight with the Therian? We were coming to an understanding, at long last, would you give up all that progress now?”

      Róta stepped forward. “Arldrine. I will stand with you. What is your plan?”

      “We get down there, and we save the Therian, with me!” Arldrine cried.

      Without thinking, she slung her bow onto her back and leaped out the window, climbing hand over hand as she made her way down the mountainside to the drawbridge. The bridge was covered in snow, and as the Xctas dived to save those they could, the middle of the bridge began to cave in.

      “Zhane,” Arldrine shouted as she climbed, sliding in places, losing her footing and skidding. At one point she almost fell from a height of twenty feet, her fingers catching a foothold just in time. Her heart thumped in her chest so hard she could taste it and her vision blurred as she willed her body to go faster.

      Someone hit the rock beside her, and the sharp claws of an Xctas snatched at ice and stone. “What do you need?” a harsh male voice rang out.

      Shocked, Arldrine met the beady eyes of the creature, wondering if she should trust it. “I need to get to Zhane. He’s on the bridge.”

      “You will die,” the creature told her matter-of-factly. “But I will take you.”

      The next moment she was airborne as the Xctas shot downwards, and Arldrine focused on the bridge, peeling her eyes to glimpse Zhane. The Therian were digging themselves out of the snowdrift when Arldrine saw Zhane.

      “Drop me!” she ordered the Xctas.

      “Your death,” he told her and let go.

      Arldrine fell from the skies, landing on the bridge as Zhane’s head appeared. “Give me your hand,” she shouted.

      Zhane moved his shoulders back and forth, lifting a freezing hand to touch Arldrine’s. She grabbed his hand and the bridge shattered.

      They fell toward ice while the icicles shuddered and danced above them. Sound disappeared as she stared upward, her mouth open in a silent scream as bodies fell around her. Snow twirled beside her like a blizzard while Xctas wheeled and soared. Her eyes were drawn down to Zhane’s and instead of fear she saw pure light shining out of them. His voice was the only one she heard as he called her name. “Arldrine. Now.” There inside of her swept the power, and visions of what Zhane wanted to do danced before her eyes. Lifting her free hand up, she let the white light shoot out of it. Above her, the Black Steeds came out of Stronghold to gloat in their victory, and the white light shot past them, blasting into the icicles and send them down on the heads of the Black Steeds. At the same time, the broken bridge turned to solid ice, sealing itself back in place. Arldrine watched in awe as the light poured out of her and Zhane, blasting away the Black Steeds as they tried to flee and catching the Therian as they fell.

      As they neared the river of ice a great Xctas, with a wing-span of twelve feet dived below them, snatching them from death’s grasp at the very last second. Safely on the back of the Xctas they flew past the icicles and shattered ice back toward Stronghold while shouts and cheers erupted around them. Zhane slipped his arm around Arldrine’s waist, calling to the beast. “Thank you Gykin. Arldrine, are you okay?”

      “Aye, I did not realize…” she trailed off. Pointing. “If I had known what powers we had earlier…”

      “We did what we needed. Perhaps they will see and believe. Gykin, what word do you bring from the White Steed?”

      Arldrine did not hear what Gykin said as they flew over Stronghold. She looked, and she saw the Tribe of Minas, bows, and spears raised as they cheered while the Therian stood on the frozen bridge and roared. Their hands were all pointed in one direction, and their cries echoed off the ice as they entered Stronghold.

      From there the Black Steeds had no cause to stand in their way, they stood in surrender to the Therian and the Tribe of Minas. Zhane and Arldrine joined them in the warm caverns of Stronghold as sunrise pierced the chill. Shawdi gathered them together, and they stood under the torches in the flickering light.

      “Stronghold is ours once again!” he shouted, causing the Therian to roar and stamp their feet. “We hold the sacrifice of the Tribe of Minas fulfilled for a hundred generations, but we owe this great victory to Zhane the Warrior and Arldrine the Ezinck. Without their help, without their power, we would not stand here today, without a single death to the Therian or the Tribe of Minas. There is word the Black Steeds are marching in Sidell, war is coming to the South World, and this is just the beginning. Those of you who would fight alongside such a great power, come with me and swear fealty to the Rulers of the West because they are in our midst.” He lifted his sword and turned, pointing toward Zhane and Arldrine. “We march with you now.”
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      Eliesmore lifted his head. His heart felt heavy. It seemed each time they destroyed an army of woísts a thousand more surround them. His body felt numb, moving forward automatically. Eliesmore wavered on the battlefield. His throat was raw. Dust turned his eyes red-rimmed, and he could see the light of dawn peeking through the dark clouds. His strength was failing, and he feared to look behind him, to see the disgusting pit of mangled body limbs and the faces of the fallen, those he’d traveled with, feasted with and led to their deaths. An overwhelming hopelessness rose within him as he realized he had not seen the Dark Figure, and her coming did not seem to be imminent. He still held down the southern side of the city, and yet, as his burning arms fell to his side, he saw a light in the north. White lights danced through the air like starlight, and for a moment he imagined he saw the bronze wings of the Xctas, flying through the skies, bringing the first hints of gold as the sun rose. He blinked, his eyes taking in a steady stream of white light. Glancing east, he noted Idrithar walking forward while his golden blade burned with light. Although the jewels burned his fingers, Eliesmore held up the Jeweled Sword, and for a moment, he saw nothing but shimmering colors, and then it happened.

      Light shot out into the air, moving past him in a blur as it joined with golden light from Idrithar’s blade and the white light from the north. An ecstatic hum burst through the air like thunder after a flash of white-hot lightning. Eliesmore’s hair stood on end with the momentum of the burst, and his fingers twitched. The ground began to shake with the intense light display, and thunder rolled in clouds from the mountains, covering the sunrise as it turned into a whirling tornado of cloud and light, hurling toward the shaking ground. Cracks splintered around Eliesmore’s feet as the dry brown ground gave way and opened, a yawning mouth seeking to devour all. Words came to his mouth, yet he never said them as he held the sword high, watching, waiting, ready.

      A wave of light erupted around him, hurling chunks of mud and bodily lifting the woísts, slinging them in cyclones and dropping them back onto the ground. The quake continued as the ground opened up, swallowing pockets of the Black Steed’s army as they shouted.

      The white light in the north turned into a pillar, and as thunder and lightning rained down upon the army, the light burst into shooting balls of fire, pounding the woísts as they stumbled into the ruined caters of the ground. An intense burning ignited in Eliesmore’s head as two warriors walked out of the light. Their faces were painted, they wore battered armor and swung their blades beside them. Light poured out of their eyes. Eliesmore stared, taking a step back in awe as they moved toward him. He blinked as he recognized Zhane and Arldrine. The light curled around them as if it obeyed their wishes. Zhane lifted his sword, oracles dancing off of them and Arldrine twirled her blade in her hand, her long black hair flowing around her as they marched. Behind them, Eliesmore saw an army of Tiders and Ezincks, males, females and animals all at once. There were wolves, bears, and Xctas, a mix of vicious creatures.

      “The army from the mounts has come,” Arldrine’s voice rang out strong and clear as she addressed Eliesmore. “We have come to fight with you.”

      “Where would you have us?” Zhane swung his blade once more.

      Eliesmore opened his mouth, but no sound came out as he gaped as the unexpected army. “How?” he uttered. “How?”

      Arldrine gazed at him, a calm light in her eyes. She held out a hand toward Zhane. He took it. White light flashed between them, a sea of sparks igniting the ground. “We know who we are, and with that knowledge, our true power has been released,” Arldrine told him, although her eyes turned to Zhane and never left his face.

      They gazed at each other, and the adoration and respect they had for each other was clear to see. Eliesmore felt as if he were intruding on a sacred moment although there was no shame in the intrusion. He saw their bond, strength, and wisdom. When they returned their eyes to his, he felt something deep within him. This time it was not the rage or the pain, it was hope, and that hope was enough. He pointed the Jeweled Sword toward the gates. “We take the city!”

      “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!” A collection of voices rang out.

      Eliesmore turned toward the east and saw Idrithar running toward them, leaping over the cracks in the ground. Visra twirled as she flew and Captain Elidar ran at her side. Optimistic led the remaining archers while Yamier, Wekin, Skip, Bruthen, and Sir Regante moved toward the city. The ground shuddered as it began to close, taking the army it has swallowed with it into the pit of darkness.

      “For the White Steeds!” Wekin shouted, raising his sword.

      Spirits renewed the army surged forward, and this time nothing could stop them. The remaining woísts tried to stand firm, yet they were buried under the avalanche as the White Steeds broke open the gates and hurled into the city, streaming over the cobblestone roads like water, taking down anyone and anything that stood in their way.

      As Eliesmore ran, he saw the city was built in layers all pointing toward the center. Buildings lined the roads in a matter Eliesmore had never seen before, being used to the countryside. As he moved to the center of the city, a river of water rushed in, filling a bubbling stream that moved in the center, shooting hot steam off into the air. He paused, listening.

      The Zikes scattered, searching. They rushed past him, rutting out those who ran, those in hiding. The army moved westward in a river of green and white, chasing the remaining woísts. The city was theirs, it seemed to be over, yet a niggling crept over Eliesmore. Where was she? If he had been in Castle Range or Daygone, he would have sought a tower, high enough from the ground where the mortals crawled, and close enough to the heavens. Wasn’t that what the Changers desired, to commune with the stars above? The black words from the book rang in his mind, and he shuddered as the sky turned even blacker than it was. A cold wind began to blow as a shadow from the east hung over the city. Heart thudding Eliesmore turned slowly, sword in hand, aware of what he would see, standing behind him.

      She stood in the middle of the battlefield, her ironclad feet propped up on the dead bodies of her army. One hand was outstretched, tossing her giant shadow over the city as if she claimed it for her own. Her body was covered in a long dark robe, and a silver chain hung about her waist, glittering in the dying light. Her skin was pale, almost a ghostly pale as if she was not used to the light of the sun. Her face looked as if it were chiseled out of marble, the high eyebrows, curved cheeks, and a pointed chin. Her lips were blood red in her heart-shaped face, and one eye was black while the other was red. He saw the resemblance then. She looked like her brother, Sarhorr, the female equivalent of him.

      She opened her mouth and let a sound usher forth. It sounded like the roar of a deadly beast mixed with the wild winds of Oceantic and the thunder of a quake. The cobblestones beneath Eliesmore’s feet began to break, and the great walls of the city of Sidell crumbled into dust. Pillars of dust and rubble rose above Eliesmore, and the cries and shouts of those nearest the destruction seemed to fade into the distance as he strode toward her. He lifted the Jeweled Sword, squeezing the hilt until the jewels were embedded into his palm. A surge of white-hot heat burned through his body and sweat poured from his temples as he sped up, running toward the monster who stood in the battlefield of destruction and glory, ready to curse her demise.

      A bolt struck him before his feet left the city and Eliesmore was hurled backward, his head sticking hard against a rock. He blinked as darkness covered his vision, and white spots danced before his eyes. With a grunt he pulled himself it a sitting position, noting the sticky red blood matting his head. In a fury, he rose, allowing a cry of anger to pour out of him. The pain faded away as darkness took over and he strode forward once more.

      She beckoned to him with one dark hand while with the other she held up a whip. Her arm bent in a graceful arch as she snapped her whip and the nine tongues of it hissed a song of death. Eliesmore saw the ends of the whip were the heads of snakes, with eyes of lava and tongues of fire. Pulling back her arm she released the whip, and it shot out, its heads lolling as they reached across the battlefield for Eliesmore. Before the whip could wrap around him, he sliced through it with the Jeweled Sword, ducking as another dark bolt moved toward him.

      A malevolent laugh swept over him although he barely heard it as he moved toward her. As she pulled back the whip, the nine missing heads grew on it again, and he saw the object around her neck. It shone with a dark luster, a combination of obsidian and starlight, glistening with brilliance. There was a pulse of outer-worldliness, and yet, as he stared, he realized it was the item he sought. The Phutal.

      She noticed his eye lingering on her neckpiece, and she covered it with her long, wicked fingers, hissing in disdain. She charged forward, her dark hair moving above her like an elusive cloud, dark and deadly with reaching fingers of its own, striving to choke out the light and cover the lands in darkness. Eliesmore stormed across the battlefield, his feet crushing black armor and white bone as he shouted, lifting the Jeweled Sword to strike the Dark Figure.

      The nine-headed whip hissed out once more, lashing through the air with a sharp bark, spewing venom. Maneuvering past it Eliesmore ducked, moving with lightning speed as he came face to face with the Dark Figure. A wave of dark power permeated the air, and the scent of blood hung heavy around her, as if she had taken the souls of mortals, used their bodies as vessels, and drank her fill until she was bloated on their life force. The air whistled around Eliesmore as he stood face to face with her and a sudden weightlessness captured him as his body was lifted into the air. She reached out a hand, and his mind slowed down, moving with sluggishness as her fingers gripped his neck like a claw. He brought up the Jeweled Sword, determined to remove her presence from the Four Worlds when the whip wrapped itself around his sword arm. Tiny mouths leeched through his armor and sunk through his shirt, irritating the skin of his arms and prying his fingers free. The Jeweled Sword dropped like a stone, and Eliesmore kicked in panic as the fingers tightened around his windpipe and the Dark Figure lifted him high into the air.

      He gasped for breath, his eyes growing wide with panic. His mind began to shut down as the venom from the snakes flowed into his body, cutting off his union with the Green Light. The valve from which the power of creation flowed closed down, and he sunk in misery as the cold eyes of the Dark Figure bored into him. She blinked once, allowing her eyes to turn blood red, the same color as the ring the Dark One, Sarhorr, had dropped in Daygone. A vague mist swirled around Eliesmore and the Dark Figure as they faced each other. She seemed oddly calm in the situation and in control as if his coming did not concern her, as if the armies of the White Steeds were not enough to dismantle her ultimate plan.

      Her red mouth opened, and words as wicked and evil as the black words written in the book in Daygone came out. The hope that had struck Eliesmore when Zhane and Arldrine appeared in the white light forsook him, and the darkness within him rose with icy determination to squeeze his will into a bleak nonexistence.

      In vain he struggled while her grasp strengthened, and her nails pierced the soft flesh of his neck. Her worlds moved around him until he could not only see but also hear them. The words of his vision. “You are not the One. Your fate is a game. Created by Sarhorr, my misguided brother. Perpetuated by those he deceived. The Green People. You have lost. Because you are too blind to see. I shall win this game. Because I alone understand the rules. Failure is your reward.”

      Her words dripped like poison, striking his body as he shriveled and sank from her. As the last words curved from her forked tongue, she pulled back her arm and hurled him north. Eliesmore’s vision blurred, and he thought he saw jewels pour through the air, like sand poured out of a bag, flowing endlessly until a wave of blackness rose up, and the eternal lights were banished into darkness.
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      Pain seared Eliesmore’s body as he landed as if his skin had been ranked over with hot coals. His neck swelled, and each breath was agony as he rose to his knees. Holding his head in his hands, he touched his forehead to the heated ground and leaned forward, rocking back and forth as soundless sobs shook his body.

      When he lifted his eyes, he saw her standing in a glory of violent darkness. She waved her hand, mowing through the army of the White Steeds as she searched. His heart sank with dread as she moved toward the flagpole, and by the time he regained his footing and ran, he already knew it was too late. Somehow, he knew what she planned next, what she wanted to do, the bait she would use to ensnare him. The game did not end here and now, there was something she wanted from him, something he should have realized all along. It would not be enough to enslave the people of the South World and turn their hearts and mind to worship her. It would not be enough for them to bow their knees and swear allegiance to her. She wanted, nay, she craved the power of the Green Stone, just like her brothers. She desired ultimate power to win although she’d paralyzed his motions. The words he’d learned in Daygone danced before him and as much.

      You cannot save the world. In saving the world, you bring about the damnation of the Four Worlds. Yet if you would plunge ahead, you must understand, ultimate power belongs to the immortals.

      As he did not want to believe them, he knew, without doubt, they were true. This was the curse the Truth Tellers spoke of. It was the weight of knowledge he bore. He willed his body to move faster, tearing through the agony he felt even as every footstep sent a jolt of healing power through him.

      She paused when she reached the flagpole and with a wave the archers scattered, their bodies soaring through the air like flower petals in the wild wind. Before she reached out, Eliesmore felt a quake in his heart, and his far-seeing eyes revealed what he hoped wasn’t true. She snatched up Optimistic by his hair, flinging his weapons to the other end of the battlefield.

      Thunder roared through Eliesmore’s ears, and he saw the warriors who stood rally. Lifting their weapons, they dashed heedlessly toward Optimistic’s salvation. The Dark Figure faced them, a smirk spreading across her face as if they were nothing but a fly on her back. Holding Optimistic close to her body, she lifted a hand up to her neck. A flare of power surged across the open field, and a ripple of light rose in the air as she stepped through the portal and disappeared. It closed almost as quickly as she had opened it, yet allowing Eliesmore to see a glimpse of where they went. He willed his feet faster, recalling the tales of the remnants of portals. He reached the opening as the smell of acid burning stung his nostrils, and he jumped, the tang of electricity moving around him.

      Nothing happened. He stomped the ground in frustration before trying again, running back and forth through the ring where the portal had opened, hoping to trip through remnants and follow them through. He heard Optimistic cry out from a distance as the Dark Figure pulled him close, sniffing the aroma of his power. Eliesmore closed his eyes and held his hands out, pulling the surge of power toward him. Sensory input flowed through him, lush green grass, cold gray stone, the Green Light beaming down in full intensity, creatures of glass grieving in their frozen state while the guardians kept watch. The Rain Warriors.

      “Eliesmore!” A cry jerked him away from the sights and smells, and he turned, standing in the heap of destruction. Cries and moans emitted around him while death and destruction stretched as far as the eye could see. Black dust settled around prone bodies, hiding the endless streams of rusted blood that flowed toward the Jaded Sea. Eliesmore blinked as the remaining warriors walked out of the gloom, gathering around him as a snuffling silence overcame the air.

      Zhane and Arldrine strode toward him, the urgency gone from their footsteps as a host of Tiders and Ezincks, both male and female, covered in war paint moved behind him. Eliesmore stared, as if seeing them for the first time, a fearsome army with two forms, both mortal and beasts. A thought began in his mind, yet its meaning was lost as he noticed Idrithar with his warriors, walk toward them. Visra hovered above the ground to the right of Captain Elidar. Sir Regante and Mattio walked to the left of Idrithar. Yamier and Wekin ran up, wide-eyed, mouths agape as they stared. Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler and Trecon stood with them, hands on their weapons, grime covering their faces. The horror of what they’d just seen pierced Eliesmore’s soul. It seemed as if he could hear their thoughts, a lack of trust in his abilities to protect them. They had just seen him bested by the Dark Figure and she’d taken the Jeweled Sword along with Optimistic. He couldn’t blame the horror, the creeping hopelessness in their eyes. Their shoulders slumped, their eyes strayed to the massive number of those they had lost.

      “Eliesmore,” Zhane’s voice called to him once again.

      Eliesmore met the Tider’s eyes. Zhane held both his swords, one in each hand, his feet planted. His brown eyes were calm, steady, imparting strength. His thoughts were not those of devastation and hopelessness. He was ready to move forward, to take the next step, to do what needed to be done.

      “What did you see?”

      “They went to the Constel Heights,” Eliesmore gasped.

      “What must you do?” Zhane encouraged him.

      “We have to go to Castle Range. I know what I need to do,” Eliesmore walked toward Zhane and Arldrine, noting the white luminosity that glowed about them. “How quickly can you get me there?”

      Zhane gestured toward Arldrine who nodded. “The Therian and the Tribe of Minas will escort you there.”

      Lythe padded up, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. “I’m coming with you,” he brushed up against Eliesmore. Eliesmore nodded, grabbing Lythe’s mane and holding on as if it were his lifeline.

      “Idrithar,” Eliesmore turned back. “Take care of the army.”

      Idrithar bowed his head, hiding his expression. “We will meet you in Castle Range.”

      A host circled around Eliesmore, and they ran north, away from the battle at Sidell and the dark smudge of hopelessness. Eliesmore’s feet touched the ground for moments before he found himself lifted and he became airborne. They flew upward into a storm of dark clouds with the mist floating around them. Far below in the ground, Eliesmore heard the heart of the Four Worlds weeping as clouds covered the Green Light and a horned shadow reared its head across the bleak skies.
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      Idrithar lit the fires, igniting the tips of arrows, showing the remaining archers how to let them fly. The night deepened as they stacked the bodies, separating White Steeds from Black Steeds. The Mermis weaved around them, bringing refreshment for the warriors, holding those who wept, their hearts deepened with sorrow. Visra played a mournful flute, the sounds of tears weaving with the hot flames flickering, eating up the field of blood.

      Indonesia stood with Idrithar as the fires burned, the pyres the only bright lights of night. “The army must go, this is only a reminder of loss. They will need to march into the sunlight, march into the mountains.”

      “Many will fall away because of what happened here,” Idrithar mused, crossing his arms.

      Indonesia turned to face him, her expression deep with sorrow. She placed a hand on his heart. “Not if you persuade them. They fought well, I saw it, and I saw the power of the weapons of Our Father.”

      “They saw failure,” Idrithar interrupted, meeting her eyes. “They saw the failure of the One, the loss of the Jeweled Sword, and a victory for darkness. They saw what happened in the past repeated. Even if Eliesmore succeeds in the Constel Heights, what happened here will not be forgotten.”

      “What are you implying?”

      “That’s the reason the old people are gone, that’s the reason only the young ones remain, it’s because they are impressionable, and they remember what they saw with their own eyes, the things the Changers wanted them to see. If all they know is darkness, how will they respond to right? How will they know the difference between good and evil?”

      “You must show them. Around us, I have seen White Steeds step into their powers. You saw Zhane and Arldrine descend from the mountains with a lost army. You saw the strength of Wekin the Warrior and what he and Yamier can accomplish when they stand together. You saw the unwavering faith of Visra and Captain Elidar as they fight together. You, yourself, have power beyond your imagination. Use it. That’s what power is for. Eliesmore left you his army, he left you in charge.”

      “Yes, he did,” Idrithar raised his head, his eyes growing hard as his gaze drifted toward the burning pyres. With a sudden movement, he grabbed Indonesia’s arm. “Before, you took the army back to the fortress, because you wanted to wait for Eliesmore. You claimed the army would follow him.”

      A hint of a smile touched her cheeks although she did not let it shine through. “My actions were not because of Eliesmore. My actions were because of what you will do. Yes. You. You are clever and wise. You understand timing, and you understand more lore and deep mysteries of knowledge than you will ever reveal. Now you have everything you need to fulfill your plans,” she cocked her head. “It is your time now.”

      Idrithar stood tall, stepping back. “At daybreak, gather the army, I must speak to them.”
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      “This is bad, isn’t it?” Wekin whispered to Yamier as they watched the army gather. The Mermis had called for a gathering in the city and Idrithar was preparing a speech before they left. “Remember how long we took to cross the mountains before? We will not make it in time, not even if Idrithar blows the Horn of Shilmi, which I doubt he’ll do. I don’t know how we will reach Optimistic in time. I hope he still lives. I can’t get that creature out of my head. She was beautiful and ghastly and wicked all at once. Did you see the evil pour out of her like a river? She’s the first Changer I’ve seen, and I hope the last. How will Eliesmore best her?”

      Wekin took a breath, allowing Yamier to chime in. “I don’t know Wekin. I don’t know.”

      “We need to cheer everyone up, or we won’t have any army at all. These are dark days, mark my words. What should we do?” Wekin continued, shaking his head as he eyed the dejected army. Shoulders slumped, and heads held down as they walked.

      “I’d suggest leaving it up to Idrithar and Indonesia. After all the Mermis follow Indonesia, and the army follows Idrithar.”

      Wekin frowned. “You can’t be serious? We have our followers. He waved his hands. “Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler and Trecon. I dare say Sir Regante and Mattio follow Idrithar, but Visra and Captain Elidar…”

      “It’s not the same,” Yamier cut him off. “We have to do something grand to make them take note.”

      “We are grand we have the weapons of the Five Warriors, we are the best warriors in the South World I wager. Did you see the woísts flee before us? You saw, you were there!”

      “I also saw what the Dark Figure did to Eliesmore. No one can forget that. How are we supposed to make others forget that? It was monstrous and then she grabbed Optimistic and leaped through the portal. That moment is burned into my vision. Wekin, what should we do to make them forget?”

      Wekin pursed his lips and made a fist. “We have to do something!”

      “But what is bigger than what just happened? What is bigger than the weapons of The Five Warriors and the Phutal?” Yamier voice grew louder as he waved his arms, his face growing red.

      “Humm...if we had the Clyear of Power combined with the might and strength of this army we could pull off a feat and sink Castle Range into the ground.”

      “Impossible. No one knows where the Clyears are...mostly in tales of old they were found by visiting a wyvern or dranagin.”

      “We have none of those but dranagins…”

      “Dranagins . . . remember how Idrithar said he made a deal with one?”

      “Dranagins. Now that’s an idea . . . aren’t there two of them?”

      “Yes, the smaller one which we saw and the bigger one…”

      “Dranagins are for dranagins.”

      “What should we do?”

      “Something big.”

      “Something that will make people forget what they saw.”

      “To give them a new story to talk about.”

      “I’ve got it! We should steal the dranagins.”

      “Not one but both of them especially the big one.”

      “Particularly the big one!”

      “Wekin…”

      “Yamier…”

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Aye. Let’s go get the dranagins!”

      Wekin held a finger to his lips as Yamier joined him. “We need to talk to the Xctas because we need a ride.”
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      Visra shook out a handful of teeth and dropped them onto one of the smoking pyres. She felt eyes on her back, and she shrugged as she met Captain Elidar’s wistful gaze. “I tried to tell them,” he wagged his head, his dark eyes falling to the ground. “She is all powerful. They wouldn’t listen.”

      Visra gave a bitter laugh in response. “They never do but you swore to fight with me. This battle is over, but we are killers, we go to the next one.”

      Captain Elidar put a hand on his sword hilt, raising his eyebrows. He spoke tentatively. “Castle Range...I have never been there, yet I have heard…”

      “Rumors?” Visra interrupted with a snicker. She paused as memories danced into her mind, paving the way for solemn words. “I saw death there and the birth of the Green Light.” She smacked her lips and stuck her tongue back to lick the bare nubs where her teeth used to be. They usually grew back after a battle. She’d lost so many over the months she and Captain Elidar fought together, it seemed natural.

      “Do you believe in him? The One they call Eliesmore?” Captain Elidar went on his tone void of traces of emotion.

      Visra snapped her head back to glare at him as she spread her wings, wiping droplets of blood off her chin. “Do you doubt him?”

      He glanced away, off into the smoke where a vague mist hung in the air, hiding the city of Sidell from view. “It is hard to say... he is not what I expected.”

      “You never told me you saw him at his weakest, in the Torsilo Quarts,” Visra muttered, bending over to stretch her back, intent on loosening up her body for the next battle.

      “It was never important,” Captain Elidar shrugged. “I did what I knew was right at the time and now I am out here, atoning for my sins.”

      Visra swung her arms back and forth, “How did you know it was him? Who told you?”

      Captain Elidar visibility stiffened, the whites of his eyes showing at Visra’s questioning gaze. “I just knew…there was a female who came to me…in a dream perhaps…and she told me what to do.”

      “She?” Visra froze, her hands coming down to rest on her sides. “What did she look like?”

      He put a hand to his head, pinching his brow between two fingers. “I can’t remember. There was an aura of green and silver. She was beautiful and yet something deadly surrounded her. I cannot recall more.”

      Visra frowned, her lips drawing downward. “Curious.” She spun on her heel, facing away from Captain Elidar. The riddles and mysteries of knowledge were not something she was called upon to question, yet the fact that Captain Elidar had been ordered to set Eliesmore free bothered her. There was something missing in the line of events, something that did not add up, something she’d learned in the past that terrified her. At least, hints of it terrified her, and she chose to forget. “Beware the Green People, they are up to something,” she whispered to herself.

      “What’s that?” Captain Elidar asked, a vague shadow of fear covering his face.

      Visra shivered. “Nothing, let’s march. It is still a time to kill.”
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      At sunrise, the Mermis gathered those who remained. They stood inside the city walls while Idrithar strode to the fountain, holding up the blade of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear. He could not forget the look on the faces of the White Steeds. He knew he had to do what he could to make them march on to yet another battle, even though it might result in slather.

      “Hear ye. Hear ye,” Idrithar began, resting the point of the sword on the ground, aware of the way the gold light in the middle gleamed, ready to do his bidding. “I know what you have seen with your own eyes, and so it seems, once again, the Black Steeds won a victory here. But I stand before you and say it is not so. The Black Steeds have not won here. Look around. What do you see? There are no Black Steeds here. You saw the ground swallow them whole. You saw them flee from the wrath of the White Steeds. You also saw a setback, but what are wars but not simply battles? We fought hard today, and we won, we go on to fight another day, and I need you to stand firm in your unwavering commitment to the White Steeds. If doubt fills your heart, look up at the Green Light and see how it shines, look toward the west and realize the One, finder of the Jeweled Sword, conqueror of evil, is still fighting for you because of what happened here. Victory is not what we assume, but if we give up, if we stop fighting now, defeat will be a surety. You did not come all this way to join the White Steeds because you are faint of heart. You have hope, and even the smallest sliver of hope will help you fight. Remember those you have lost, our friends, our comrades, don’t let their sacrifice be in vain.

      “In honor of what took place, I hereby rename the city Ellsmore. We will rebuild, those who desire to march to Castle Range, to finish what we started, come with me.” His blood pumped through his veins as he lifted his sword high into the air, letting the hypnotizing light of the sword flare up. “Those of you who want to stay, to heal, recover and rebuild, make this place worthy of the White Steeds. Make this place such that none who come here ever forget. If you need hope, look at the light of the sword, let courage find it’s way into your heart, and march, march forth with me to battle and glory and victory for the White Steeds.”

      Slowly, a chant weaved its way through the crowd as eyes gazed at the golden light and hearts were restored. Voices lifted, and booted feet stamped as the flag of the White Steeds was raised high. White Steeds. White Steeds. White Steed.

      Idrithar held the sword high, knowing his moment had come.
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      A week later, Yamier and Wekin landed in the ravine. “We are going through the mountain of fire,” Wekin told the Xctas. “It’s a three-day journey but make sure you are ready to follow us when we come out the other side.”

      “Keep your distance,” Yamier laughed, running his fingers through his hair.

      The Xctas watched the two with beady eyes, and Wekin couldn’t help but assume the fowl were suspicious of him. He shouldered his pack of mocholeach and nodded at Yamier, the thrill of adventure buzzing through his fingers. He lived for the daring, the wild rush that came with accomplishing great feats. Excitement tingled as his skin brushed the sword of Starman the Trazame.

      “Come on,” Yamier encouraged. They moved down the ravine, climbing among the rocks into the gorge.

      Wekin wiggled through the opening, sniffing the air. “Something is burning,” he whispered to Yamier.

      “Aye, I smell it too. Do you remember the way?” Yamier crept beside Wekin, his voice hushed to a whisper.

      “In the back here,” Wekin pointed, moving toward a gray, misshapen boulder.

      They circled the rock, and the silver stalagmites shuddered as they strode into the mountain of fire. A golden hue hung in the air quickly blotted out by the darkness of the caves. Yamier tripped, sending dranagin scales rolling down the mountain side. “We could be rich,” Yamier puffed, “if we collected these.”

      Wekin bent, scooping up a handful. “Let’s take some for later.”

      They walked down the path for a while they saw the faint glow of fire while the scent of burnt flesh filtered through the air. “Down there,” Wekin whispered.

      “I remember it being steep, be careful,” Yamier answered as Wekin threw himself down on the path.

      Hand over hand they climbed down to the bottom of the mountain, grunting with the effort of sliding into the depths. It was well after midnight when they dropped to the bottom of the mountain. There, stretched in front of them were the dranagins, their yellow eyes half-open, waiting for the intruders their ears had heard.

      Wekin took a deep breath when he saw the dranagins. Their scaly bodies lounged on the ground, hiding the length of their mass in shadows of darkness the light of the fire did not reach. Long, lizard-like bodies were covered with gold and silver scales, and they lifted their long necks as the two Crons entered their domain. Smoke oozed from their long snouts while a strong odor of flesh permeated the air. Beyond the firelight, Wekin saw jewels of all sizes, piled up like fallen rubble and a twinge of lust bit his heart. A deep longing, stronger than the lust for bacon sank into him, giving him a boldness. Wekin ignored the long, sharp claws on their huge feet as he looked from one to the other.

      “Alright dranagins, we’ve work to do, up and at it, both of you!”

      “Who do you think you are to order us around,” asked the smaller dranagin, his voice gave off a bored tone.

      “I don’t think I am anyone to order you around, but my friend, Idrithar, remember him? He said he struck a bargain with you and I’m hoping to do the same.”

      “We don’t deal with mortals,” the bigger dranagin spoke, his booming voice made the mountainside quiver as a puff of smoke flashed through the air.

      Wekin stepped back although a grin split his face at the danger.

      “Leave us alone, we need to sleep,” the smaller dranagin complained.

      “What kind of deal did you strike with Idrithar the Wise?” Yamier prompted the smaller dranagin. “You came to our aid, and the Green Stone was dissolved.”

      “There is nothing you can say or do that will make us leave our mountain of fire,” the larger dranagin thundered.

      Wekin grabbed Yamier’s shoulder to steady himself as the ground shook. Rubble poured down around them while the jewels shivered in the darkness. Yamier pulled Wekin away, his eyes wide. “Perhaps we should collect treasure and get out of here,” he whispered. “The dranagins seem none too friendly, and they are monstrous.”

      Wekin felt the change in his eyes as he turned in Yamier’s direction. “We can’t give up now. We’ve only just begun.”

      A fireball exploded out of the smaller dranagin’s mouth, an intense heat radiating toward the hapless Crons. “Watch out!” Wekin grabbed Yamier and threw him to the ground, the tips of their hair burning as the fireball rolled over them.

      Wekin rolled over, smearing his clothes in dirt as he patted out the sparks. A haze of black smoke hung over them as the larger dranagin laughed, a deep-throated bellow that shook the mountain of fire once again. Wekin lay, face down, breathing heavily before he leaped up, his eyes flashing.

      “Enough of this. We are warriors of the White Steeds, come to ask you to help us in our dire moment of need. We have something you want, something you need. If you burn us first, you won’t get it.”

      “We have everything we need here,” the smaller dranagin’s tongue came out. It turned tail as it moved toward the burning remains of some creature and scooped it up in its powerful jaws.

      The putrid tang of flesh filled the air as the dranagin bit down while tears of disgust came to Wekin’s eyes. He pulled out his sword and faced the giant dranagin, staring into the lidless yellow eyes. The beast blinked, and Wekin saw different colors, gold, a hint of emerald, a taste of ruby and shining amethyst.  As he looked into the eyes of the beast, he saw the creature’s desires, almost as if his soul entered the body of the dranagin and all was laid bare.

      “You want freedom,” he whispered. “The people groups have been bothering you this year, more so than others. The Rakhai entered your realm and frightened away your prey. Jewels are beautiful, yet if there were something else that would ensure you were never bothered again, and always cared for, would you harken to it? If you could leave this mountain and live in the light, would you go?”

      “This one has pretty words,” the smaller dranagin hissed. “Don’t listen to it. It said it’s a warrior, when I flew out, I went to battle and spears were hurled at me. It was all I could do to escape. Don’t listen to pretty words.”

      “There is a great land,” Wekin went on. “Perhaps you’ve heard of the land of Daygone, where the Changers used to rule until the One banished them from the Four Worlds.”

      “Changers cannot die,” the smaller dranagin spoke up in disdain while the larger one opened both eyes and watched Wekin.

      “Ever since the One set the Green Light in the sky, all is changing. If you do not leave, he will come and out root you from your land and force you into battle. This is the only way to escape. You must flee before he comes for you and takes your mountain and your treasure.” The words felt lovely on Wekin’s tongue, and he spoke them, weaving a hypnotic blanket of truth and lies, while the words covered the minds of the dranagins in a fog of longing.

      “You have been here for too long, you’ve forgotten what it is like to walk the face of the South World, where the red grasses grow, and the animals do not start and flee from your presence. Instead of a mountain, you shall have a country, and all the food and wealth you desire. Oceantic will be at your feet while you can fish in the Jaded Sea and conqueror sea monsters. All we ask is that you leave these mountains and rule that land. We saw with our own eyes. The Therian returned, and the Tribe of Minas fought with them, the Crons and Tiders of the north and south walk together with swords raised high. You do not want to be here when they come for you and take your mountain.”

      “You cannot take our mountain from us,” the smaller dranagin protested. “We are stronger than any force that could enter these mountains.”

      “There’s only one way to see,” the larger dranagin came to its feet, shaking the mountain with such force, Wekin and Yamier almost lost their balance. The long body of the beast disappeared into darkness while its spread its wings reared back its head and bellowed.

      The sound coursed through Wekin’s body, and everything within him screamed in terror, shouting for him to run as fast as he could. But it was already too late. The dranagin let loose a rain of fire.

      Wekin held up the sword as the flames burned bright and Yamier crouched behind him. Heat surged around them, scorching the mountain side. When the dranagin pulled back, Yamier and Wekin stood, unhurt while the sword of Starman the Trazame burned bright in Wekin’s hand. Yamier let an arrow fly, shrieking past the ears of the dranagins. “Don’t you see?” he walked in front of Wekin, his voice deadly. “You can fight, you can fly, you can attempt to burn us, but we are invincible. We carry the weapons of the Heroes of Old, and we always get our way. We will not force you to fight our battles with us, but we do ask you to keep the land of Daygone, and keep all living things from entering there ever again. They will answer to you.”

      Wekin moved shoulder to shoulder with Yamier. “Would you like to taste my blade?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After some conversation, the dranagins agreed to Yamier and Wekin’s wild plan, mainly out of fear of the weapons than anything else. Something snapped within Wekin after the beasts agreed to fly to Daygone. They lifted off in a vertical flight, the sheer momentum of flight. Wekin squeezed the harness made of rope, his heart in his throat as the great wings of the dranagin spread wide, thrusting them through the passageways of the mountain of fire. Wekin blinked hard, unable to stop the tears streaming from his eyes at the intensity of flight while cold wind buzzed around his ears. Looking down he saw Yamier below him, straddling the smaller dranagin which was equally furious with being out-rooted from their home under the mountains.

      “Here goes!” Wekin yelled down, his voice coming up a bit higher than he intended. The opening above him was quite small, and the dranagin did not appear to be slowing down as it hurled toward it.

      A muffled cry came from Yamier as they hurled toward the opening of the mountain of fire. A ball of fire smote the entryway as the dranagin burst through, and rock exploded around them. Wekin gave a yell of triumph as chunks of rock flew in every direction, causing a trembling avalanche to sweep over the mountainside. Below them the mountain of fire began to collapse in on itself, throwing clouds of black dust through the air while the dranagins soared upwards.

      Wekin gave another shout as the cold mountain air slapped his face. “Head east,” he shouted. “We make for Daygone.”

      The dranagins twirled in midair, soaring higher as they move over the mountains.

      Wekin gazed down at the beauty of it. His eyes glistening as he saw snow-capped mountain peaks winking in the light and a shimmer of dranagins scales fell from the wings. Wekin shifted, glancing back as two Xctas landed on the giant dranagin’s back.

      “What are you doing?” one screeched at him.

      “We need to fly over the army,” Wekin shouted to the dranagins. He turned back to the Xctas, grinning from ear to ear. “When the One destroyed the Dark One who lived in Daygone, he told us we must make it so that no one will go to Daygone ever again. The dranagins are going to live there and guard the land. We are dropping them off, and then we need your assistance in returning to the Constel Heights for the final battle. It’s a brilliant plan. Don’t you think?”

      The Xctas stared at him, their beady eyes glaring, but they did not say a word as they folded their wings and let the dranagin carry them onwards toward the Jaded Sea.
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      A roar hurled over the mountains and Visra paused to stand flat-footed. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes as she looked up. A dark mass rose in the sky, flying over them. “Idrithar, do you see that?”

      Idrithar raised a hand and marched back toward Visra. Captain Elidar stood behind her, helmet in one hand as he gazed up. “It could be the Snatchers. The Black Steeds send them out to destroy any form of resistance.”

      “I’ve flown with the Snatchers,” Visra rolled her eyes. “There are two dots in the sky, I can see them quite clearly.”

      “What is it?” Skip asked, walking up with her brother Bruthen. She lifted her chin, although Visra could tell she was afraid. A taunt rose on Visra’s lips, drowned out by cries and shouts.

      “Dranagins! Dranagins in the air!”

      Visra giggled, nudging Captain Elidar. “Dranagins?

      “Dranagins,” Idrithar crossed his arms, a frown covering his face as his brows drew together in frustration.

      Indonesia joined them with her cousins, Leaka and Sletaira. “The Xctas confirm it. Two went missing around the same time Yamier and Wekin disappeared.”

      “What if they didn’t flee from battle?” Bruthen clasped his hands together, staring up at the sky as if it would give him hope. “What if they went to get reinforcements?”

      “I was afraid of this,” Idrithar muttered. “They went and struck a bargain, the fools.”

      Another deep bellied roar came along with shouts from the air as monstrous beast moved over the army. Visra cackled as she watched the massive beasts soar over Idrithar’s army. There were two dranagins, the first one she recalled as the one Idrithar had brought to the first battle at the Constel Heights. The second one was enormous with a long golden tail that looked as if it could wipe out the army in one blow.

      They roared together, deep, long, melodies. The music of wild beasts. Visra grinned as she watched them, and she thought them the most beautiful beasts she’d ever seen. “They come with fire. They come with thunder. When they rise. The cities fall,” she hummed the ditty, thinking of Optimistic and their book of unfinished songs. He’d been captured, and her heart was full of bloodlust, the book of songs would never be finished.

      “It gives me hope,” Captain Elidar folding his hands, dropping to a knee. “If the beasts of the mountain of fire see fit to leave their homes and fly across the great unknown, perhaps there is hope.”

      Cries of awe filled the air as the beasts swooped over the army before wheeling and turning again.

      “It’s Yamier and Wekin.”

      “They are bringing the dranagins to war!”

      “How did they tame such great beasts?”

      Visra touched Captain Elidar’s shoulder, moving her wings back and forth as the army shouted and cheered. “If the dranagins are leaving the mountains, it doesn’t mean hope.” She squeezed her fists shut, remembering the things that had happened since the Green Company set out and the Rakhai rose and overtook them. “Nay, there is no hope,” she went on, daring Captain Elidar to keep the glowing look on his face. “It means the end of the world.”
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      One by one the creatures dropped out of the sky and landed in the lush grasslands of Castle Range. Eliesmore stretched his cramping legs as he stood tall, the heavy scent of fur and feather rushing over him. During his month-long journey with Zhane and Arldrine, he’d discovered the odd mix of Tiders and beasts were the clan of the Therian. They were a scowling, ferocious tribe with darker looks, some of them even had black hair, an uncommon trait for a Tider. For once in his life, Eliesmore felt like he truly fit in with them. On the other hands, the Tribe of Minas, the female Tiders, and Ezincks were beautiful yet deadly, with a quickness to pull out their blades. They stared at him out of wary eyes, yet every word from Zhane and Arldrine warranted their respect and trust. Eliesmore stayed silence in observation, even as his heart sunk at what he had to do in the Constel Heights.

      Arldrine moved to his side, folding her arms. “It’s been a month; do you think he’s still alive?”

      “Yes,” Eliesmore eyed her. “He’s the bait. She wants me to come here, to her home where she has the power.” He dropped his hands to his side, feeling the loss of the Jeweled Sword. Although he did not need it for what he had to do, he felt uneasy and less like the One without the solid steel in his hands.

      “Eliesmore,” Arldrine went on. “We have faith in you. When I was in the mountains everything I believed was shaken.”

      “My faith isn’t shaken,” Eliesmore stopped her before she could continue. He sensed her need to encourage him in his quest and while he appreciated her intentions, he simply did not want to hear another tale of overcoming against all odds.

      Arldrine’s dark eyes met his, and she nodded. He saw in her gaze something beyond companionship and friendship. There was something deeper, a wisdom she now held. Her perspective on life, how she made decisions and how she viewed the people groups had changed. She lifted the bow of Legone the Swift and Eliesmore recoiled, stepping back as a lump formed in his throat. If she noticed, she did not mention it. “Where do you want the army?”

      Zhane stood at the base of the hill, the Therian standing in various positions around him while the females squatted in the grass, readying their arrows. “The Rain Warriors guard the castle…”

      Eliesmore waved his hand in dismissal. “I was meant to be here. The gates will part for me.”

      A hot tongue licked Eliesmore’s hand, and Lythe purred beside him. The lion had grown much bigger and, although not full grown, his head reached Eliesmore’s waist. Dropping his hand on Lythe’s head, Eliesmore leaned into the golden tangled fur, letting everything fade away for mere moments. “Will you go down with me?” he whispered.

      “Aye,” Lythe shook his mane.

      “Eliesmore?” Zhane held out a blade, “Are you in need of a sword?”

      “No. It is enough.” Eliesmore gazed at the sea of stoic faces surrounding him and armed warriors as one by one the Therian shifted. The tribe counted their arrows while others pulled out knives and spears. “You need not do this,” Eliesmore’s voice came out haunting with fluid sorrow, the aura of command was gone. “You don’t have to fight this battle with me. Once she is gone, Castle Range will fall into your hands.”

      They said nothing, only held their weapons, glancing at each other, a hollow darkness in their eyes. Eliesmore knew, regardless of what he would do, they would follow those who freed them to the death. He saw their eyes flicker back toward Zhane and Arldrine and for brief moments he saw white crowns hovering on their heads while golden robes covered their bodies. He blinked as the vision rippled in front of him, and four words hummed through his mind. Rulers of the West.

      “They are here,” Arldrine announced, grabbing Zhane’s arm. “I never understood what the words meant until now. I sense their presence. We must set them free.”

      “Who?” Eliesmore slid onto Lythe’s back, weaving his fingers into the mane. A surge of power boiled within him.

      “The spirits of the trees,” Arldrine told him. “I met one in the mountains. It told me: ‘Their shells are encased where the rivers meet. On the banks of the heights, they were taken by a powerful force. They stand timeless frozen in horror trapped by stone, unable to escape.’ Now I understand.”

      “I have seen then,” Eliesmore recalled the glass figures with twisted faces, “they stand in the courtyard.”

      A ripple of thunder boomed over the plain, and a flash of yellow lightning descended from the sky. The warriors turned their faces upwards as electricity crackled around them.

      “The Rain Warriors know we are here,” Zhane said.

      Purple lightening hurled across the sky, sending a jagged finger into the ground. A near silence hummed over the ground, and Eliesmore urged Lythe forward. “The time has come,” he faced the others, his face falling. “It is time for me to go.”

      He felt as if he went to his death and yet it only seemed fair for a bit of him to die to save the Four Worlds. Lythe bounded forward, his paws tearing up the grass as he moved faster, his haunches gaining speed as he crested the top of the hill, fearlessly bounding between the strikes of lightning.

      Castle Range lay before them as did a valley of death. Bleached white bones covered the ground where the great battle had been fought months before. Lythe stumbled, leaping between the clumps of bone, picking his way across the field, while the Therian and the Tribe of Minas gathered on the hill, their numbers increasing as their eyes lifted upward toward the Rain Warriors.

      Eliesmore gazed in awe at the white giants of stone surrounding the castle. As he and Lythe moved toward them, a cracking sound rang out clearly, even amidst the thunder and lightning. One by one expressionless faces turned toward Eliesmore, and each one lifted a scythe in their hands. One of the Rain Warriors stepped forward two paces, its feet shaking the ground with tremors of warnings.

      There was no fear as Eliesmore squeezed Lythe’s sides, leaning forward. “We’re going directly to the gates, do not stop, do not turn back, no matter what you see or hear.”

      They bounded toward the courtyard as another crack pierced the air, the echoes of falling rock, like the beginnings of a white avalanche in the mountains slammed into their ears as another Rain Warrior stepped forward.

      A vision flashed in front of Eliesmore’s eyes, taking him away from the present moment and showing him a room. He saw Optimistic, his face pale, his hands folded as he lay on an altar, and above him stood a vague black shadow, horns standing out in the fading light. A second glance revealed a basin with a fountain, and he saw the Jeweled Sword, hanging like a sacrifice. He reached out a hand when a crack snapped through the air and jerked him back to reality.

      Dark rain clouds hovered around him and burst as an icy rain fell. Each drop felt like pellets, denting his skin as howls of frustration rose through the air. The Rain Warriors stepped forward, one by one, leaving their presence at the castle, their faces turning south. They lifted their scythes above their heads and took another step, the ground shaking beneath their feet. Eliesmore dived off of Lythe and ran toward the courtyard. “Run Lythe, turn back to safety,” Eliesmore shouted. He heard a battle cry from the Therian as they hurled toward the Rain Warriors. The first warrior dropped its scythe into the ground, sending white bone through the air in a riot of wonder as the Therian moved toward them. White light shot into the air, and the Rain Warriors moved toward the light as Eliesmore leaped over the wall. A screeching bore down upon him, and Xctas rose into the air, gathering the attention of the Rain Warriors, allowing Eliesmore to move toward the doors of the castle.
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      Rich red soil and a myriad of black petals, sprinkled through the craters rose up before Wekin’s eyes. He blinked as he leaned over the back of the large dranagin, his movements sending flakes of gold off in the sunlight. A dark cloud hovered over Daygone and glancing back toward the west. He saw the Green Light wink as the dranagins flapped their massive wings. A white feather drifted through the air as Wekin pointed and shouted, “Take us down!”

      A black tower rose high in the air. Its stones melted into each other as if their spirits were cowering, frightened because of the aloneness. When Wekin looked at the tower he saw a green glimmer hanging in the air, but when he blinked it was gone, and a strange, unsettling feeling rose within him. Clearing his throat, he took a deep breath and the scent of acid and burning remains filled his nostrils. In the distance, he saw billows of white smoke rising from the ground. As the dranagins began their descent into the barren land, wheeling and calling to each other, Wekin saw the broken body of a white female giant, lying in a halo of silver hair. A slight fear squeezed his heart, restricting the flow of the love of adventure for mere seconds.

      Cold winds rushed over him while a silvery tinging rang through the air as if someone were playing music on an instrument made of icicles.

      “Daygone,” Yamier’s voice floated to Wekin’s ears, a tone of excitement laced with fear and perhaps respect.

      “Welcome to your new home,” Wekin shouted to the dranagins to take his mind off the unsettling aura which rested upon Daygone like a blanket. In the distance, he saw a liquid pool, winking as traces of light caught its frozen edges. Dark words floated through the air, disappearing into the mist and fog that hung over the gloom.

      The dranagins landed with a shudder, and Daygone quaked under their feet. Yamier and Wekin slide off the dranagins, rolling to keep the fall from such a height from hurting them. Wekin wrapped his fingers around his sword, and he leaped to his feet, turning to eye the dranagins who glared back at him. Their horizontal yellow eyelids blinked at him but did not convey feeling, one way or another.

      “Well,” Wekin glanced from east to west, “don’t you want to explore?”

      “New home,” the larger dranagin sniffed. “We shall see. If mortals return to this land and beg us to fight, you will answer for this.”

      A sly grin came to Wekin’s lips. “It is your task to ensure no mortals or immortals enter Daygone. There is only one who has safe passage, and that is Eliesmore the One. Mayhap will come a day when he brings you new instructions.”

      The smaller dranagin moved eastwards, ignoring them while the larger dranagin sniffed. “New instructions will not be welcome, nor will the One. The mountains were growing rather desolate and boring. This new land is a welcome relief.”

      “Ah, see, you do have a sense of adventure,” Wekin grinned.

      Yamier crossed his arms and nodded at the dranagins, although he eyed his bow a bit nervously as he shifted from foot to foot.

      “Wekin the Warrior and Yamier the Hunter,” the giant dranagin turned his back toward them. “Farewell. If it comes to pass, you must relay the story of what was done here, let to be known, we struck a bargain. No more. No less.”

      “Ha,” Yamier chuckled. “We struck a bargain. I see how it is. Dranagins are for dranagins until the bitter end.

      Wekin stepped back, standing shoulder to shoulder with Yamier as the dranagins moved toward the east. The long tails and powerful legs of the dranagins caused slight tremors as they moved away, their long snouts disappearing into the fog and mist. Before it completely disappeared, the larger dranagin turned back, spreading its wings before re-tucking them on its back. Golden eyes full of mischief gleamed at Wekin, and then the beast disappeared into the darkened land of Daygone.

      Yamier gave a low whistle. “No one will believe us if we tell them.”

      Wekin shook his head, tapping his foot against the blackened ground. “I can’t wait to see their faces! What will Skip and Bruthen think?”

      Yamier rubbed his hands together. “The Xctas are still flying above us. We should call them down and return to Castle Range.”

      Wekin glanced up. “Aye, this land gives me the creeps. It’s both cold and hot, barren and full of life at the same time. Did you see those strange creatures when we fell?”

      “The white giants? What could those be?”

      “Part of me wants to explore, but the other part of me knows…”

      “It is a terrible idea,” Yamier finished Wekin’s thought. “When the dranagins have had some time to rid the land of evil, we shall return to take their treasure.”

      “Nay, we don’t have to return here, we can go back to the mountain of fire and find all the riches in the world there.”

      “Errr,” Yamier rubbed his neck. “I think the explosion caved in the mountainside.”

      “It won’t hurt to go look,” Wekin smirked. Putting his fingers in his mouth, he whistled and waved up at the Xctas circling above them. He took a step forward as the Xctas dived toward the ground and his foot struck something hard. He glanced down, intending to kick away a rock and instead saw a light winking at him. Bending he picked it up from the ground with both hands, blowing over the dust that lay there. An ornamental ring lay in his hand with a wide band inscribed with words in what he assumed was the Valikai Dialect. A ruby stone perched in the middle, a perfect oval with a set of tiny diamonds surrounding it. The ruby itself seemed to wink at him, and as Wekin stared at it, he though he saw a liquid move within the stone.

      “What’s that?” Yamier leaned over Wekin’s shoulder. “Is that a ring?”

      A vague feeling came over Wekin as he stared into it, and voices whispered around him. The liquid swirled and suddenly a burning sensation radiated from his fingers, moving up his arms as if the dranagins had returned to burn him to death. In one instance, he saw he soul apart from his body while deathly fingers reached out, dripping with red blood to claim him.

      “Ayeee!” Wekin dropped the ring and shook his hands, shaking the fuzziness from his mind and the image from his vision.

      “Wekin? What’s wrong?”

      Wekin faced Yamier, his eyes wide as he panted. “We should go, we can’t take anything away from Daygone. It’s evil. Altogether evil. Don’t you feel it?”

      “Come on then,” Yamier led the way to the Xctas who landed with gentle thumps on the ground. “We accomplished our mission, let’s go to Castle Range.”

      “And hurry,” Wekin addressed his next words to the Xctas. “The army will need our help!”

      As they lifted up, a bellow sounded from the east, and Wekin saw a billow of fire and smoke rise as the dranagins claimed Daygone.
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      “There they are!” Wekin shouted as the Xctas flew toward the storm. Purple lighting and violent thunder roared across the skies.

      “Whoa, what are those things?” Yamier cried in fright.

      “Look, I see Idrithar and the army, take us down,” Wekin instructed the Xctas.

      “Hey,” Yamier waved. “Aye, we’re back, and we’re not too late!”

      The Xctas swooped toward the ground, depositing Yamier and Wekin in front of Idrithar, Sir Regante, Mattio, Captain Elidar, Visra, Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler, and Trecon.

      A cheer when up as the two shook the dust off their clothes and thrust their chest out.

      “Yamier. Wekin,” Idrithar regarded them, tearing his gaze from the castle. “Where have you been?”

      “We saw you fly over us,” Skip added eagerly.

      “With the dranagins,” Bruthen nodded. “What happened to them?”

      “We did it,” Wekin gave a sigh of relief. “We went to Daygone and left the dranagins there.”

      “Now, no one will go there ever again. It’s what Eliesmore instructed us to do,” Yamier wrapped up.

      “Indeed,” Idrithar nodded, narrowing his eyes for a moment. Then he stared at them. “It was a risky endeavor, but it paid off. Well done. You are in time to help us fight the Rain Warriors. There is a small army of woísts marching from the eastern end of the castle. Are you ready to fight?”

      “Are we ever!” Wekin shouted. He drew his sword while the familiar bloodlust rushed threw him.

      Yamier drew an arrow. “To war!” He hollered, and the two set forward in a dead run.

      Wekin held the sword of Starman the Trazame in both hands as the woísts sprang for them, shouting their continuous chant.

      

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      

      Snatches of their hideous faces could be seen beyond their helmets while black armor covered their tough bodies. Wekin felt the sword in his very bones as it synced with his mind, and as he approached the first group of woísts, he swung. Blue tipped arrows soared past his ears, singing in glee as sharp points embedded themselves in the body of woísts as if the armor were no obstacle at all. A wave of woísts flew through the air as Wekin swung, falling backward on their comrades who collapsed in the mud, shoving bodies off of them so they could get up and fight.

      Behind him, he heard shouts. “Wekin the Warrior. Wekin the Warrior!” The encouragement only pushed him forward as the next wave of woísts rose to meet him, swords raised high. Wekin spun, striking heads from bodies, arms from shoulders and feet from legs as the power swept through him. He felt empowered and unstoppable, and the flight on the dranagins and the power of his charm made him open his mouth and laugh.

      “Watch out, archers!” Yamier shouted behind him. Arrow after arrow soared past Wekin as Yamier shot at the archers of the Black Steeds.

      “I’ve got it,” Wekin uttered, leaping over bodies as he dashed toward the line of archers. The woísts parted like a river as he mowed through them with the sword while a line of archers took aim on a small hill. Before he reached them, they released a wave of arrows, some intended for him, others intended for the division of the army that Idrithar led. Wekin froze in place and raised the sword, allowing to take the impact of the arrows while golden light blasted above him. Words rose on his lips and even as the archers bent their knees and began to reload, he dashed toward them, a cry on his lips. “For the White Steeds!”
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      A horn sounded. Arldrine narrowed her eyes and turned east. Zhane’s hand came down on her shoulder, squeezing in comfort. “Look,” he pointed toward the skies. “It’s Idrithar, the Mermis and the rest of the army.”

      A host of Xctas, Mermis, and the Silver Herd covered the air, their features displaying clearly amid the strikes of purple lightening. An army of woísts became visible, marching from the east as well.

      “We have to stop the Rain Warriors,” Zhane pointed his blade toward the stone guardians.

      “The Rain Warriors,” Arldrine mused to herself. “The Rain Warriors that guard the keep. Zhane! I’ve got it. They aren’t here to kill us. They guard the castle and respond to the guardians of the castle. We don’t need to destroy them. We need to talk to them. Come!” She put her bow away and turned to face the Tribe of Minas. “Take care of anything that comes out of the castle. We must take to the skies.”

      Zhane took her hand and raised it above his head as he addressed the Therian. “Those of you with wings, take to the skies.”

      Xctas morphed and shifted, dancing through the air as if dodging the purple lightening was only a game.

      “Gykin!” Zhane shouted, and a great winged beast alighted before them. Arldrine climbed on the front with Zhane behind her, keeping the skin to skin contact. Gykin gave a short jump and spread his wings, spinning into the air as rain drops fell like hail around them. “Head toward the Rain Warriors!”

      The rain beat down on Arldrine’s head as she held Zhane’s hand. “Your sword has a song,” she called back to him over the booming thunder. “If the Rain Warriors hear what I hear, maybe they will listen and change their allegiance.”

      Zhane held his sword higher while the oracles danced off of the blade, whisking through the raindrops, shouting with a high voice in the language of the Iaen. Music glided around them with silvery voices in a manner Arldrine imagined the voices of the stars would speak. Gykin flew toward one of the stone statues. The Rain Warrior reached up a stone hand and pulled an egg-shaped, white stone out of the clouds. It hurled it toward the marching army. They spread like ants, shouting as the Rain Warriors reached out, pulling more stone eggs out of the sky.

      Gykin flew in the upward drafts of the wind, ducking from bolts of lightning that tore through the rent battlefield. The white faces of the Rain Warriors turned toward them.

      “Listen!” Arldrine shouted. “Listen to us. The Ruler you serve is deceptive and evil. She is slaying the world with her wickedness. You don’t have to serve her any longer. You have a choice. You can be free.”

      The lidless eyes of one of the Rain Warriors turned toward her. It raised its scythe, waving it in one hand as it lifted up the other and pulled a stone egg out of the clouds of thunder.  It roared above the depths, shaking the foundations of the castle.

      “Listen!” Arldrine cried once again, repeating her message.

      “They are ignoring us,” Zhane squeezed her hands. “The thunder is too much. They can’t hear the music. We need a diversion.”

      “What do you suggest?

      “The trees,” Zhane pointed down to the courtyard. “We have to wake up the trees.”

      The luminance of the spirits of the Trespirals waved before her while words hushed into her mind like chimes in a tree, blowing in the wind.

      “Gykin, take us down,” Zhane called.

      The rain drove down with them, while soft pellets fell from the sky. Idrithar’s army held off as the Rain Warriors stoned them while the Mermis flew above, the arrows ineffective against the chiseled rock.

      By the time they landed in the courtyard, Arldrine’s clothes were soaked through to the bone. She slid off Gykin’s back, standing behind the walls for the first time. She was surprised that aside from the statues it was empty of mortals. The army of Black Steeds has all but disappeared, and she could not help but wonder if they were trying to prevent Eliesmore from reaching the Dark Figure again.

      Letting go of Zhane, she walked among the statutes. Tears filling her eyes as she stared at their beautiful yet demented forms. They shone silver in the rain, the spirits suspended in something between death and life. She weaved between the spirits of the trees, pressing her hands against the solidness of their bodies. When she closed her eyes their pain and sorrow transferred to her, a haunted glimpse into their lives. They were deceived into giving up their freedom, drawn away into the false temptation of the Black Steeds. A heavy burden made her bow her head, and she sank into their misery, kneeling at the foot of one of the trees.

      “Arldrine,” Zhane’s hand fell to her shoulder. “Set them free.”

      She allowed him to pull her to her feet and she lifted up her hands. “Tinitho. Tinitho. Irú alisthá tintho!”

      Zhane repeated the words with her, lifting up his hands as he towered above her. “Tinitho. Tinitho. Irú alisthá tintho!”

      A white light began to burn, casting a halo over each creature as they transformed. Instead of glass, their spirits changed. Color returned to each tree, shooting up from the roots until a blend of red-brown, cool white and deep black filled each spirit as they came alive. Their faces changed from an expression of fear and hatred to one of relief and peace. They lifted their branches, waving them in a healing breeze as words rustled around them, filtering through the air like the wind in the willows.

      “Speak to the Rain Warriors,” Arldrine whispered, walking among them, placing her hand on each trunk, leaning into the hushed praise of life as the spirits breathed in her words. “Tell them who we are, tell them why we are here.”

      Zhane mirrored her actions, weaving through the trees as he blessed them. “You are free now, let your souls be at peace. Look up to the Green Light and see the One has come, the prophecy has been fulfilled. You may come out and rejoice now.”

      A thump shook the ground at the Rain Warriors moved toward the courtyard, their scythes striking the ground in an act of defiance. Arldrine lifted her head, turning it to their stony faces while speech forsook her as all twelve of the Rain Warriors gathered. Their stoic gray faces hovered over the courtyard as the heavy rain ceased. A gray cloud rolled over the Rain Warriors, and Arldrine felt Zhane come up beside her, water beading down his face as he started upward with her. She reached out a hand, grasping his, allowing the white light to linger around them as the spirits of the trees sang a hymn of freedom. Their deep, throated voices struck the air with determination.

      One by one the Rain Warriors bowed their heads. Lifting their weapons they leaped as one, springing back into the rain clouds that hovered about. Flashes of white erupted as the Rain Warriors disappeared, taking the wind, rain, hail, and lightening with them. As they rolled away, traces of green light began to shine upon Castle Range while Arldrine ran with Zhane to the wall of the courtyard. Quickly they unbolted the locked and threw the gate open. “We take the castle,” Arldrine called, beckoning to the army of White Steeds, including the Therian, the Tribes of Minas, the Mermis, Xctas, and Idrithar’s army.

      They raced forward with a cheer and when Arldrine turned back to the courtyard, she heard silvery voices lifted in song. A pang stuck her heart and, following Zhane she dashed inside, her focus turning to Eliesmore and the fate of Optimistic.
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      He expected Crons to be guarding the entrance to the castle, yet there were none as he dashed across the courtyard, while the screams and cries of the battle took place. Guilt plagued him as he left the battle and plugged into the castle. Powers leaked from his body as he ran, heading toward the chamber where he dissolved the Green Stone.

      The way was surprisingly clear as if the Dark Figure knew and wanted him to reach her so she could steal his powers. It was a moment he should have been expecting since Daygone, yet it still bound him in strings of surprise. This was not his battle, he was running to the salvation of a friend this time, with only his power left to save him. The Dark Figure had Optimistic. The Dark Figure had the Jeweled Sword. There was nothing but risk left for Eliesmore as he ran, counting the doors as he moved. Crons reared up their heads and faded when they saw him, moving out of the way, letting him run on to his devastation. Green flames burned his feet as he moved, his anger driving him on while the voices of darkness rose around him, fingers reaching to crush his soul and drag him down into the underworld. He saw the horns of Changers and the wicked faces of the Rakhai, as their red eyes gloated with victory. The only One who was brave enough, bold enough, and daring enough to stop them had become their puppet, doing what they wished, ready to turn over ultimate power to save a life.

      Eliesmore reached the door and burst inside the chamber, one hand up to ward off expected blows. There were none forthcoming, and he let go of the doorknob and stepped inside. The door closed on its own accord, slamming shut with a boom that jarred the room. Eliesmore took a deep breath and stood tall as golden light surrounded him. The Idrain Fountain bubbled, a soothing sound in a room of death, although Eliesmore’s heartbeat quickened when he saw the statute of the Green Lady who held the basin. Visions of Shalidir flashed before him, and dark words swirled around his mind as he moved forward, his eye drawn to a golden altar. It rose as high as Eliesmore’s waist and on top of the flat slab of gold, Optimistic lay. His eyes were closed, and his face was pale while his hands were crossed over his heart. It was a manner Eliesmore had seen the dead laid out in before, and a pierce keening wailed through his heart as he rushed toward Optimistic.

      Before he could reach him, to ensure he was alive, a gentle rustle arrested his attention, and he turned, noting the Dark Figure. She leaned against the curved walls, a finger on her ruby lips, her eyes framed with dark lashes while her long hair hung in black waves of death to her waist. Her voluptuous body was bound in a dress of black silk and lace, while strings wrapped around the bodice, pushing her chest upward and outward. When she moved, the dress fell around her, and Eliesmore saw silver rings on her fingers, adorning her neck and running up her bare arms. She held a black pitchfork in one hand while the Phutal hung about her neck, glowing with its inner beauty and glory.

      “Eliesmore,” she purred, her voice surprising him. It was gentle and kind, almost as if she were talking to an adored pet. “You came to save your friend. How courageous of you.” She nodded at Optimistic. “He lives, only he is in the dream state. You may wake him up if you wish.”

      Eliesmore made a move toward Optimistic, yet the alluring voice compelled him to stop once again. “If you came here, you must know I require something in exchange for his life.”

      Eliesmore’s fingers curled into fists and he lifted his chin, meeting her eyes. “What do you want?”

      “It depends on what you want?” She smiled, mirth dripping from her lips.

      “I require the life of Léthin the Optimistic and the Phutal,” Eliesmore tossed his words at her, a restlessness growing within. He did not desire to speak with a Changer again. His former conversation had been upsetting enough to condone his life to one of tortured darkness.

      “A life, and the Phutal?” She lifted her thin eyebrows in mock surprise as she fingered the Phutal. Raising it on its chain, she brought it to her lips and kissed it as if it were a priceless jewel. “You know what I want.” She smiled at him.

      “What do you want?” He asked anyway, giving into her game.

      “The power of the Green Stone, the power of creation,” she took a step, her pitchfork clanging sharply against the stone. “You might seem surprised at this knowledge, what would I want with this world? It has nothing for me. You slay my brother in this very room, you killed my other brother, Sarhorr, the outcast, in Daygone. Now you come to kill me, but I am stronger than you. I shall take your power, a power much easier to draw from the soul of a mortal than the silent cold shell of stone. When I am done, all shall speak my name. Sarphimm. All shall know the Way of Phimm. I will leave to wreak havoc on all worlds until there is nothing but my name. This will be my redemption, my paradise, the love and worship of all things that live and breathe.”

      “I cannot give you my power. I don’t know how,” he told her honestly.

      “You can,” Sarphimm moved toward the altar, still holding her pitchfork. “You just need to let go.”

      Her words moved around him like a cloak and a veiled silence permeated the air as she touched Optimistic’s shoulder. He opened his eyes and turned his head, his gaze directed at Eliesmore. There in his blue eyes were shadows of pain, and yet, Eliesmore saw the hope and encouragement as if Optimistic were standing beside him, whispering words in his ears. This is the final test, the last moment. You must do this. Let go. Just let go.
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      The silence deepened until Eliesmore heard a vague ringing in his ears, a screaming at the intensity of the hour. The cries of war disappeared and the shrieks from the Xctas circling the tower faded. He watched in slow motion as Optimistic rolled off the altar, his body trembling as it plunged the few feet to the floor. It wasn’t a fall that would harm him, even though his arms stayed lax by his side, with no attempt to shield his body from smacking into the rough stone floor.

      He rolled to her feet, and when he reached her robes his paralyzed body came alive, but it was too late. She lifted the pitchfork and plunged it into his heart so quickly Eliesmore did not have a chance to blink. Optimistic gave a gurgle and a cough, spewing blood across his body, the pitchfork, and the robes of the Dark Figure. She plucked it out of him, like picking a feather from a defenseless bird, while blood rushed from her face, turning it white as she faced Eliesmore, a grimace of horror coming over her face.

      “Look what you made me do,” she gestured to the broken body and the blood splatter, spoiling the sacredness of the chamber.

      Eliesmore opened his arms as the anger, pain, fear, and sorrow wailed up within him. “Take it.” His voice rang flat and distant in his ears. “It is too much.”

      He let go, and the power surged out of him. Green and gold flames poured from every inch of his body, stretching out their wings to take flight. Sarphimm dropped her pitchfork. It thudded twice on the stones before lying still, the wicked edges pointing in a western direction. She opened her mouth, sucking in the power, inhaling as if it were her life force, but the power flow overwhelmed her, it was not enough. She opened her hands and spread her arms, mirroring Eliesmore’s stance, and the power poured into her. As it flowed, her body grew, stretching to take in her newfound abilities as light filled the room in a cyclone of swirls.

      Eliesmore closed his eyes, letting the power drain out of him as tears streamed down his face. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. When he’d set out, he saw himself rising victorious, smashing down the Changers with the Jeweled Sword and the power of the Green Stone. Now, his chest hurt and he wanted to scream, sob, and tear at her, but his body will not obey him. He attempted to move but he could not. He stood frozen in place, solid, while the Dark Figure crowed over her victory, taking all.

      He could not tell how much time passed before he opened his eyes and saw a white spirit appear, the soul of Léthin the Optimistic. It floated out of the crimson, torn body, a hand over the place where the heart would have been if it had a heart anymore. Eliesmore saw Optimistic’s eyes, those deep, kind eyes. The head nodded at him, and a hand waved, allowing peace to permeate the air. Eliesmore watched as his heart caved in and broke, he heard the sound of a thousand glass chimes breaking and falling as his friend disappeared into the void, on the road to paradise, the Pillars of Creation, the Beyond. As he faded, a thought came to Eliesmore. He was alone. Hope was gone. Nothing mattered anymore.

      Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes, searching for the darkness that ruined him, undoing the chains that kept it at bay, kept the rage from overtaking it. He found the pain, fear, torture, sorrow, and all the emotions he blamed on the Changers, the Monrages, and the Black Steeds. He let his emotions flow, the weight of being the One, the burden of saving the Four Worlds, the cries of the lost, the dead, the hopeless, the oppressed, the downtrodden, the beat down. He took all the hate, revenge, and darkness, and channeled it into the Dark Figure. The stream of light pouring from his body changed from emerald green and gold to ivy black and blood red. The purity of the air turned to a dark rot, a foul odor overtaking the chamber.

      An uneasy scream pierced the air as Sarphimm twisted in fury, thrusting her body away from the fatal combination of light and dark. Eliesmore opened his eyes as the sharp, high cry pierced his ears, and as he watched, he understood. Light and dark cannot inhabit one creature, one vessel. Light and dark do not dwell together in the same place. Eventually one will overcome the other, and if it doesn’t, it will destroy that which it seeks to contain.

      The revelation flooded over him, and he continued to let it out until the Dark Figure could take no more. Her body transformed, reeking of darkness as the Green Light engulfed her. Fire and ash leak from her transformed body. She opened her mouth and darkness poured out, a volcano of red lava spewed across the tower. Eliesmore held his ground as light and darkness poured out of him, his throat turned raw, as if knives were inside him, ripping up his insides. Tears streamed down his face, and his legs trembled as the true form of the Dark Figure rose, towering over him, red eyes, bright as ruby before they turned back. A tentacle-like hand came out, reaching, attempting to break the circle of light which held her prisoner. Her tail snaked out, swinging in iron determination to break the force of light, but it was too late, and she burst apart.

      Sparks flew across the room as her bloated spirit exploded. Eliesmore lifted his hands and let the light of the Green Stone consume her soul, consume the last sparks of energy until she was nothing but ash. The Green Light swirled around the room, licking up the ashes, catching them in a vortex and hurling them into the fountain where the Green Stone was dissolved. A thunderclap struck the air, and the ground shook as the open portals of the chamber closed. Eliesmore stumbled, his legs giving way at last. He collapsed to the ground, reaching out for Optimistic’s hand. It was cold. His spirit had gone. His body was empty. There’s nothing left for him, his mind sunk into the void and he collapsed into unconsciousness.

      He woke up disoriented and sat up. His hands were red and shaking from the exertion, his clothes had burned away in places, and his eyes felt heavy, sticky. His throat was raw, and his head felt as if a boulder was pressing on it, squeezing him. He rose to a kneeling position, turning toward the basin. White creatures had risen out of the basin, and they stood still, their hair weaving around their bodies on a secret wind. The Truth Tellers. Eliesmore stared at them, but there is no emotion left within him, no surprise or shock or worry.

      “It is finished,” he croaked out, a stabbing pain shooting through his body, making him regret speaking.

      “The price of death has been paid,” they spoke in unison, gesturing to what used to be Optimistic’s body. “Ask of us.”
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      After the Truth Tellers disappeared, back to the in-between, Eliesmore sat on his knees in the room, until time faded. The Green Light shone in the opening above him, but other than the light, he could not tell how much time passed. A cleansing rain began, and the ringing sound faded from his ears. He lifted his face to the light as white motes floated down from the heavens like snow, covering the room in its glory, cleansing it from the horror and shame of what happened there. Eliesmore’s legs shook when he stood.

      A glimmer caught his eyes and as he moved toward it, he saw the round shape of the Phutal lying discarded on the chamber floors. As he limped toward it, another glimmer caught his eyes, and he saw the Jeweled Sword lying on the altar. Despite his tormented soul, a feeling similar to relief swept through him, and he scooped up the Phutal, squeezing his fist around it as he reclaimed the Jeweled Sword. When he lifted the hilt, the jewels danced on it, as if expressing gratitude they were back in his hands, where they were meant to be. He sheathed his sword and stood tall, throwing his shoulders back as he lifted the Phutal in both hands to examine in. Colors hushed through his eyes, a blend of swirling glimmers calling to him as worlds beyond imagination whisked into view. He felt a strange urge to command it to open, to take him away from the tormented world he sought to save.

      A power rushed over him, and when he peered deeper, he saw an array of landscapes drift past him, cold mountains, lush meadows, the wind lady dancing, green Zikes bowing, a rich red canyon with a horde running out of a waterfall and a green world filled with an enchanted mist. He saw the Light of Shalidir as it hung in the air and a great beast roared as it stretched its wings and captured the Great Clyear in its teeth. He saw a dark forest and a lady dressed in black wailing, and when she lifted her face, he saw she looked like one of the Rakhai. A horned shadow walked through the woods, lifted up its head and roared.

      A dozen memories shattered and burst and when Eliesmore came to, he realized he saw the past. An aura snapped and danced around him as he held the Phutal along with the knowledge he could open a portal, step through, and the Four Worlds would know no more of Eliesmore the One, Eliesmore the Great Conqueror. The temptation danced over his mind and he waited, leaning forward, willing to taste the forbidden fruit. It seemed those he’d fought to save; he’d lost.

      Instead, he dropped the Phutal around his neck and tucked it under his shirt. It stung when it touched his bare skin, and he shivered in acknowledgment. Walking to the chamber doors he opened them, and on the other side, he saw the Rulers of the West.

      Zhane and Arldrine stood before him, weapons in hand, with the Therian and Tribe of Minas behind them. Idrithar and Indonesia stood to the side with the army of Mermis, Crons, and Tiders behind them. Yamier and Wekin stood with them, looking rather wind-blown while Skip and Bruthen stood beside them, eyes wide in alarm. Eliesmore realized they were all there as he saw Visra and Captain Elidar, Wyndler and Trecon, Mattio and Sir Regante. They stood like statues, waiting, but Zhane and Arldrine were clothed in white light, a confirmation of what the Truth Tellers had told him. He held open the door although they did not seem to want to enter. They glanced at him and looked past him to the room where light swept away the sins of the past.

      “It is done,” he managed to say.

      Arldrine lifted a hand, an indescribable look passing over her face. She put a hand on his shoulder, and Zhane put a hand on his other shoulder. They pulled him forward, and before Eliesmore could protest or question their actions, they wrapped him in an embrace. The white light stung as it held him, but he recognized the hope they poured into him, nothing but hope and gratitude, and when they pulled back, a heavy silence swept over Castle Range as they realized the magnitude of what they had accomplished and how much more they had to rebuild.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was midnight before all the bodies were ashes and white bone was buried underground. A great ceremony was held for Léthin the Optimistic. A tombstone was set and above it read:

      

      
        
        Here lies Léthin the Optimistic.

        A White Steed.

        A member of the Green Company.

        Keeper of the Green Stone.

        Unselfish. Loyal. Optimistic. Encouraging.

        The best friend anyone could ever have.

      

      

      

      The tombstone was a beautiful piece of stone Wekin had hunted up, and everyone who read it wept. Eliesmore was reminded of the sorrow he felt, and a vague emptiness hovered inside him. The White Steeds returned to the castle, mourning the loss of many comrades in the face of evil, yet looking forward to a new dawn without the evil hands of the Changers guiding the future of the Four Worlds.

      One evening when the world was still and quiet, those who remained of the Green Company crept outside to pay a visit to the tomb of Optimistic. There was Idrithar with Zhane and Arldrine. Visra stood between Yamier and Wekin. They folded their hands, bowed their heads, and voiced something that Optimistic was remembered for.

      “The day we found him,” Idrithar’s compelling tone danced through the night air, “he was being Optimistic even then because he had fallen in with White Steeds instead of Black Steeds.”

      “I taught him how to shoot,” Zhane spoke up. “He was straight and sure of himself, with an inner confidence not found in many. He was encouraging, he always had a good word to say about everybody.”

      “He always hoped for the best, even in the face of failure,” Arldrine mused.

      “He weaved the lore of the world into prose in a way even an Idrain cannot do,” Visra’s usually harsh voice held a hint of gentleness.

      “He liked me, for all the trouble I made,” Wekin cast his head down.

      “Aye,” Yamier whispered. “He helped us become part of the Green Company, even if he did tease us badly about it.”

      “He was unselfish, always giving even if he got nothing back,” Eliesmore added, lifting his eyes toward the Green Light. “He was always there. Always.”

      Their tones fell into a mute silence in respect of those lost. Holding each other together, even in sorrow, they thought of the Green Company and all they had done together. Eliesmore recalled the happy times when they had escaped from the Rakhai and had a moment of bliss to eat a warm meal and talk and laugh. There were frightful times, like passing through the Holesmoles, and the heartbreaking times, when they assumed Idrithar and Arldrine were lost and dead. Together they had endured the bitter and the sweet, seeing the world restored because of their actions.

      It was Visra who lifted her voice and began the lament, and as the flags of the White Steeds rippled over Castle Range, their voices blended in mournful tones of despair mingled with hope.

      Eliesmore held his sorrow close, knowing all the while he would need to be strong for others. They had seen him fail once and now they needed to see his strength and glory amid a difficult victory. Yet he missed Optimistic with all his heart. Each time he turned around, he expected Optimistic to be at his elbow. He often started talking and found it was into thin air.

      “When the world was evil, it was wonderful,” he lamented to himself. “For the Green Company was all together. When the world is restored, it is sad, for the Green Company is no more.”

      One morning, Eliesmore went to greet the day and walk the long halls. When he came to the end, there was a great room with all the warriors and fellow members of the White Steeds. Those who were left from the Black Steeds stood in chains, looking upon him. When he walked in they raised their voices and pumped this fists into the air. One cry came out, ringing above all. “Eliesmore. The Great Conqueror. The Great Conqueror. Eliesmore. Eliesmore. Eliesmore!”

      He held up his hand as he walked into the chambers, noting the way his companions stood. Zhane and Arldrine stood on a slight rise in the room, surrounded by the Therian and Tribe of Minas who were standing or reclining in turn, silently watching the on goings in the room. A great crowd of Crons and Tiders, those from the army and those who had joined from Sidell stood with bright, expectant faces, looking toward Eliesmore. Idrithar stood with his arms crossed, a frown deepening on his face.

      “Be our king!” shouted a Cron.

      “Yes, be our king!” another voice cried and shouts swept across the hall in a monstrous uproar.

      An uneasy niggling began in Eliesmore, and he raised his hand, a bitter hollowness in the back of his throat, like the aftertaste of poison. “No,” he spoke up with a firmness in his voice. “I cannot be your king. I must go on to other countries and free them. All lands must be gained for the White Steeds, and the people groups must know the rule of the Dark Three has ended. Evil has been receded. The White Steeds have full control and freedom.”

      “And Eliesmore the Great Conqueror has risen!”

      “The One is among us!”

      Voices rang out and once again the people shouted.

      Dismay washed over Eliesmore as he held his hands, waving in front of them. “This is a new era, there will be new Rulers in this land, but first we must rebuild in the Constel Heights, and all other cities we travel to. We must be patience, we must work together in harmony, and I will work as one of you. For instruction report to the wise ones among us, many of you know Idrithar the Wise, Zhane the Warrior and Arldrine the Ezinck. They are the ones you should look toward for instruction as we enter the days of peace and rebuild the South World, a place where the White Steeds thrive and evil is destroyed before it can take root. There will come a time when I will leave, and those who wish may come with me, to conqueror other cities, for now, it is a time to rebuild.”

      Cheers erupted around the hall, and Eliesmore turned away as a strange bitterness rose within him while the world rejoiced.
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      Three Months Later.

      

      Time weaved a blanket of magic through the land as Castle Range recovered from the war-torn castle, the demise of the Dark Figure and the rise of the Rulers of the West. Idrithar, Zhane and Arldrine divided the people into groups and instructed them in the restructuring and rebuilding of Castle Range. They worked through the castle, destroying anything that remained of the Dark Figure, the Black Steeds, and the rule of the Changers. The prisoners, those who fought for the Black Steeds were set free. Some were remorseful and claimed they had been blinded. They begged to work with the White Steeds. Captain Elidar volunteered to watch over them since he was one who was used to dealing with prisoners and changing the minds of individuals. Others refused to express remorse and mumbled on about the Way of Phimm. They were put under guard and set to work to fulfill their crimes against the White Steeds. There were some who were slain for stirring up trouble, and thus, little by little, the people groups began to rebuild.

      Although he was the Great Conqueror, Eliesmore did not refrain from throwing himself into the work of the day, sorrow and knowledge a heavy burden he bore. He was reluctant to move on when he knew there was more he had yet to do, yet it seemed comfortable to remain in once place and grieve. He observed the way Yamier and Wekin rose to a position of leadership, with the four Crons, Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler and Trecon. Eventually, Eliesmore noted the Tider, Sir Regante, became one of his constant companions, and a new respect grew in him for the way Captain Elidar handled the prisoners. As they worked together, Eliesmore found something like an acceptance come over him, and he knew a time would come when he would leave, and they would come with him.

      The Mermis and the Silver Herd stayed, while the Zikes disappeared into the meadows of Monoxie, waiting for a time when Eliesmore would call for their assistance. He was a bit wary of the Zikes and found his mind reaching out to them frequently, for he knew of their original allegiance, and it troubled him.

      One day a ball of brilliant light appeared in the sky, and when the inhabitants of Castle Range walked out to take a look, they saw the Iaen were coming. Voices took up the cry as the Crons, Tiders, Mermis, the Silver Herd, the Therian, the Tribe of Minas and those various people groups working together in harmony, walked outside, stood on balconies and looked toward the east. As the ball of light grew nearer, Eliesmore saw that the colors that bound it together were not simple lights, they were the Iaen, in every shape and form. A vague uneasiness crept up his spine as he observed the patterns in the lights. When they neared the castle, they dropped out of formation, a breath-taking array of glory, a combination of Green People, Falidrains and Jesnidrains. Leading the Green People forth in glory was Ellagine, Queen of the Green People. Eliesmore felt his heart turn to ice as he beheld her beauty and power. He took steps backward, dropping his eyes least she sense him staring. A warm flush crept up his neck as the shouts of surprise and joy filled the air he turned his back and fled back into the castle, toward the great hall, while his ears burned. Ellagine. How dare she show her face in Castle Range, after the great victory and the demise of the Changers, after all he had done? How dare she!

      He took deep breaths while his hands shook, and he fought to regain control. He put his hands over his ears and rocked back and forth, the words in his mind passing between his lips. “It’s not true. It can’t be true. It’s not true.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later Eliesmore was summoned to a council although he could guess what it was about. Once again, he made his way to the golden hall, walking through the passages decorated with Wekin’s artwork. Wekin had fallen in love with the castle, and although he announced staying in one place was rather boring, he recruited the help of Yamier, Skip, Bruthen and Wyndler and began to paint and draw epic scenes along the halls that led to the great meeting hall. Eliesmore noticed Wekin enjoyed ordering them around as they drew a scene from the journey of the Green Company.

      Eliesmore rushed passed them into the wide hall. Idrithar glanced up when he entered and motioned for Eliesmore to join them on the dais. A small round table and a few chairs had been brought in. Arldrine reclined at the table while Zhane stood behind her. Ellagine sat across from Arldrine, the two sat face to face, yet their conversation dropped off when Eliesmore walked into the hall.

      “I have asked Sir Regante and Captain Elidar to join us,” Idrithar spoke up as Eliesmore climbed up the stairs to join them. He stood near the table, nodding at Idrithar while crossing his arms.

      His gaze fell on Ellagine, and she smiled at him, her eyes just as clear and trustworthy as the day he met her. For a brief moment his frustration toward her melted away, and he smiled back, a warmth tugging on his heart at the sight of her. A flashback of Glashar’s warning came to him. Beware the Green People. They are up to something. It was too late to beware, the old feelings he had for Ellagine fluttered around him, and he considered whether the knowledge he’d learned in Daygone was true or false.

      “Why Sir Regante and Captain Elidar?” Eliesmore directed his question toward Idrithar.

      “Eliesmore, you have intentions to march toward the Torrents Towers. It will be a lesser battle because there are no Changers to fight. However, we have no knowledge of the Rakhai. We must assume they will show up at one point or another, if they don’t we must hunt them down before they bring more disruption and devastation on this world. Sir Regante and Mattio are from the Torrents Towers as are many others of our company. I believe you have spoken at length with Sir Regante, you know of his history and how things are done there. Captain Elidar,” Idrithar turned to address all of them, “used to run the Torsilo Quarts, a stronghold of the Black Steeds. He is aware of their customs and protocols and can give us an insight into the overhaul of the Torrents Towers. In the meantime, the peace must be kept here in Castle Range, there are villages to the north and wounded Crons and Tiders who will fight no more. If this stronghold is left free, at some point, someone or something will rise to regain it.”

      “What is your thinking?” Eliesmore interrupted, facing Zhane. His gaze slide past to Arldrine. “Zhane. Arldrine. I would like to know your thoughts.”

      Arldrine’s brows furrowed as she looked up at him. “Eliesmore, you know who we are. You understand our intentions. Why would you ask?”

      “Because no one asked me if I wanted to be the One,” Eliesmore’s voice dropped, and he intentionally did not glance at Ellagine. “Things might have turned out differently if they had. I was told, I was ordered, and I don’t want you to step into something as life-changing as becoming the Rulers of the West if you have no desire to do so.”

      “Eliesmore,” Arldrine reached out a hand toward him before letting it fall back on the table. “I’m sorry you felt as if you had no choice,” she whispered the last phrase, remorse seeping through her voice although it was not her fault.

      “I saw white crowns in your heads,” he glanced from Arldrine to Zhane. “I saw your strength when you stand together and the power that flows through you. You have something unique which attracts the love and respect of those who surround you. I see the way the Therian look up to you and the Tribes of Minas. They want to be like you. I don’t know what you did in the mountains to gain their loyalty, but if you can turn their hearts, how much more can you do as the Rulers of the West?”

      “I have traveled for ten years,” Zhane spoke up. “I have been homeless and luckless, and we are not Crons. We can live without adventure. Our desire,” he reached over and took Arldrine’s hand, turning it over and kissing it gently, “is to stay here and help the people groups recover and step into their own with confidence. If we do so as the Rulers of the West, so be it.”

      Zhane’s hand fell to his sword hilt, and for some reason, Eliesmore glanced over at Idrithar, who stood with his arms crossed and his expression closed. It was in that moment that Eliesmore saw hints of jealousy in the eyes of Idrithar, and a dark thought plunged through his mind. Surely Idrithar did not want to rule Castle Range?

      “As you should be,” Ellagine stood. “It is why the Iaen have come, for the wedding and the coronation of the Rulers of the West.”

      “After you are settled, I will take those who want to move on, and we will travel from city to city, ensuring the days of peace come. Idrithar,” Eliesmore faced him. “I would like it if you would come with me. You are wise. I will need your guidance.”

      A flash of annoyance came over Idrithar’s face. “It is not likely you will need much guidance now,” he said.

      “The wedding must be soon,” Ellagine steered the conversation away from dangerous territory. “The Iaen dislike to be far from their forests.”

      “Five days?” Zhane raised his eyebrows.

      Eliesmore nodded. “Five days then. When Sir Regante and Captain Elidar join us, we can discuss the Torrents Towers.”

      Arldrine stood. “Ellagine and I must speak with the Mermis. There’s no need for us to join those conversations.”

      “Zhane, I would like you to stay then,” Eliesmore suggested. “I know the realm is far-reaching, but I believe you should control the lands from here to the Torrents Towers. The more you know concerning the on goings of the world, the better you will be able to serve the people and control the balance.”

      Zhane nodded as Idrithar spoke up, his voice cool. “Eliesmore, there is one matter we have yet to discuss.”

      A cold finger touched Eliesmore’s heart, and he knew what Idrithar would say before he asked the question. “What matter is that?”

      Ellagine and Arldrine paused on the steps to the dais, glancing back at Eliesmore and Idrithar.

      “The Phutal. Has it been destroyed?”

      Ripples of annoyance shot through Eliesmore’s body. He fixed his eyes on Idrithar, forcing the honesty to come up. “I will go to Daygone and destroy it after we have seen to the countries of the South World. It shall be my last journey.”

      Idrithar nodded as if he was appeased, yet Eliesmore saw something else in his gaze, a distrust, and he wondered what Idrithar had seen in him, and if he questioned whether the darkness was gone.
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      The great hall was carved and painted with scenes depicting the travels of the Green Company. The floor, of its own accord, turned into a rather golden color. The hall was lined with the Therian, the Tribe of Minas, Mermis, Xctas, and Tiders and Crons from across the Four Worlds. At the very front stood the three Mermis, Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka along with those who remained from the Green Company. Ellagine in shimmering green, Visra with a wicked gleam in her eyes, Yamier and Wekin with their weapons shining bright and chests thrust out, Idrithar leaning on a new staff and Eliesmore, with the Jeweled Sword at his side and the Phutal hidden from sight. An aura of awe and wonder hung over the hall.

      At the end of the hall double doors opened to the throne room and the Silver Herd and Xctas lined the entrance. In front of the door to the throne room, Lythe sat like a statue, carrying the crowns for the Rulers of the West on his head. An archway rose above the door with worlds carved by Wekin the Warrior in bold, beautiful letters. They read: Rulers of the West.

      Thus, Zhane and Arldrine were married, and as they walked through the shining hall up to the throne room, every moral bowed their head in respect as the white light flowed around them. Ellagine left her place with the Green Company and stood beside Lythe. When Zhane and Arldrine reached her, Ellagine took up the first crown made of silver with jewels that came from the Nigidrains. She put it on Zhane’s brown head and took the second one, of equal beauty, and placed it on Arldrine’s black head.

      She took their hands and joined them together before lifting them into the air as Zhane and Arldrine turned to face the people groups.

      “Now I present to you the Rulers of the West,” Ellagine announced.

      Everyone cheered as they moved into the glorious throne room. The walls were decorated with strange, wild symbols and the room was rather silvery and gold with hues of rainbow light. It was richly furnished with two great thrones resting upon the dais, carved with Idrain symbols. Hand in hand, Zhane and Arldrine walked up the stairs together while they cheered, and the music began. A beat and a chant flowed through the air, and Eliesmore stepped back as a toast was raised to the Rulers of the West.

      After the wedding, a great feast was held with music and dancing, drinks, and food, which lasted far into the night. Eliesmore drifted away from the merriment, recognizing the need to celebrate yet preferring time alone. Their presence was a consistent reminder of what had transpired and what his life had turned into, an endless quest.  Finding an empty room, he settled on a chaise lounge, pouring a glass of liquid as he leaned his head back.

      “Eliesmore,” the voice he longed to say his name drifted to his ears, and he jerked his head up, standing as Ellagine walked into the room. Memories danced through his mind as a sudden uneasiness gripped him.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Eliesmore frowned.

      “Why not?” her eyes grew distant, guarded as she watched him.

      “I can’t talk to you.” He stood and turned his back on her, intending to end the conversation.

      “What’s wrong?” a thread of worry hummed through Ellagine’s musical voice.

      Crossing his arms, he faced her. “You didn’t tell me who you are. You weren’t honest with me.” The words from the book floated before him, and he waved his hand in front of his face as if the physical act would make the metaphysical words disappear.

      “I was,” this time it was her turn to frown. “I told you. I am Ellagine, three-fourths Green Person, one-fourth Tider. I am the great-great granddaughter of Legone the Swift. I told you. I was honest.”

      He pursed his lips, shaking his head even as she spoke. “I can’t do this right now. You hide secrets from me. You tell me partial truths. Please. Leave me alone,” he turned around. “The pain is too fresh, too raw.”

      “Eliesmore,” she spoke his name tentatively.

      “No!” he snapped, putting a handout, stopping himself before a wave of power blasted out of him.

      She sighed. He felt, rather than heard, her move toward the door.

      “It’s not because I don’t love,” he huffed, looking over his shoulder. He didn’t know why the words came out, why he said it, but he couldn’t stop himself.  “I do. It’s because I love you.”

      “What kind of love is it?” Ellagine folded her hands in front of her, tilting her head toward him.

      He didn’t mean to, but he practically yelled at her, unable to explain what he meant in his frustration. “I want to love you, but I can’t. Not like this! It’s because of what you’ve done. My feelings toward you burn. I want you, but I can’t tell the difference between love and hate.”

      Ellagine’s face changed, and her eyes grew cold. The warmth faded out of her voice although her tone still rang calm. “If you can’t tell the difference, it is not love at all.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” he argued, clenching his fists.

      “Goodbye Eliesmore.” Ellagine turned and walked away.

      Eliesmore stared after her retreating form, knowing he’d used the wrong words, uncertain how to ask for her forgiveness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliesmore could not sleep that night, knowing he should have made peace with Ellagine before she left. He paced the passages of the castle, intentionally losing himself in the intricate designs. When he went to look out, to ask about the Iaen, they told him, she left that evening, riding on the back of a Xctas. The Iaen would come again no more. He blinked as he stood on an outpost, watching the sunrise from the east. He faced the long road that led toward Daygone, and as he did a vision blinked into his thoughts.

      

      Sarhorr leaned on the stone westward wall of one archway of the tower. His arms crossed as he faced Shalidir. Her lips moved, asking a question. Sarhorr moved, holding out a hand to her. He cupped her cheek in on hand, lifting her face to meet his eyes. “Why? It is because I love you. That’s why I changed my mind. If this is what you want, to leave the Four Worlds to their folly, to start fresh, to start anew, then we shall go. The path we walk has never been easy, and this next bit of deceit will be more difficult than anything we have ever done. Our children will die.”

      “Our children are evil. They have always been doomed, but I don’t understand. How can you speak of love? Your life has been consumed with power. I did not think Changers could love.”

      “Oh, I have the strongest power in all the land, stronger, even, than the power of creation. Power is not equal, it encouragers the bearer of power to do different actions based on how much they believe in their power. Love, in and of itself is the greatest power in the universe. Look out there, the stars have spoken, they tell me there are worlds beyond worlds, there’s life out there in the universe if only we can escape from here. But what will lead to our escape, what will help us is love. It’s simple.”

      Shalidir started, her eyes roaming his face, searching for a trick, a mystery. “You don’t sound like yourself, how can it be true? Since I’ve known you, all you’ve wanted is the power of the Green Stone. The power of creation.”

      “You still don’t understand?” He prodded her. “You still don’t get it? You’ve studied the same books of knowledge I have. You should understand the depth of this knowledge. The reason we will succeed, the reason we choose the One…I have always desired my original form. I have always desired to be united in paradise. I wanted to destroy the mortals first, but in time, they shall destroy themselves. You want to save your people and see them rise stronger than before…I sought to eliminate those who could rise and destroy me, who would keep me from achieving my goals. That is why we will win because they assume to know what we desire, when they have the wrong perspective. Magdela the Monrage fulfilled her task, the mortals will never guess our true desires.”

      “And from all this, we shall gain paradise?”

      “Why do you doubt me? You suspect my failures in the past will continue. But what is failure but life’s greatest teacher? As long as we attempt to take this world from the mortals they will rise, stronger than before, and battle us into submission. Nay, that is not the way. Because of my life, I have learned, in time you will see what it means to become all powerful.”
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      “This feels like old times,” Wekin nudged Eliesmore as they walked along.

      “It does,” Eliesmore nodded offhandedly. It was five days after the wedding of the Rulers of the West. The Iaen, Mermis and the Silver Herd left, including Indonesia, Sletaira and Leaka. The Xctas flew with them, and remnants of the army remained in the Castle Range. The Therian struck out for the mountains while the Tribe of Minas went with them, returning to their fortress of refuge, Stronghold.

      “Remember when we first set out?” Wekin went on as they walked through the redwoods toward Werivment.

      Eliesmore nodded along with Wekin’s persistent talking, somehow thankful for the brief interlude to his introspection. After the wedding, he discussed his plan of action with Idrithar, yet before he left, he decided to walk off his grief with an excursion to Werivment. A smaller company followed Eliesmore to Werivment to rest and relax under the wood. Arldrine had told Eliesmore that the trees she and Zhane set free lived in Werivment and would welcome his presence.

      “…And the cooking,” Wekin finished off. Without waiting for Eliesmore’s input, he turned to his companions. Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler, and Trecon followed him and Yamier with eager faces, hanging on their every word and rushing to meet their every need. “Honestly though, I just want to get back out to the wild seas and sail through Oceantic, fighting monsters, finding treasure. Yamier…”

      “Eliesmore,” Yamier chimed in, striding up to his other side. “We’ve been discussing navigation. You see when we were sailing to Sidell, we spent a considerable time trying to find the perfect star to follow. For nights on end, we tracked which stars were always in the skies and their locations. We found the only consistency in the night sky is the Green Stone. It’s the perfect star to follow and the best way to navigate on the high seas. Now, what do you think of that?”

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to comment, but his words were buried under Wekin’s.

      “The Green Light is perfect to follow if you want to sail north, but the question is, do we always want to sail north? Of course not. There are other directions to travel in.”

      “Precisely the point,” Yamier interrupted. “But if one of those storms you are always mentioning comes up, then where would you be? We can’t tell direction, so we look up in the sky and see the Green Light. Aha! It’s to the north, and we’ve found our way, problem solved. As long as we know where north is, we can sail anywhere and never get lost.”

      Wekin held up a finger. “Yes, that problem is solved, but what about storing food on a ship? The best food to store would be mocholeach and murthweeld. Which is very good I assure you, but bland when you’ve eaten it for days on end. I tell you, I don’t want to eat any more of that stuff for a year, and if I ever do in a lifetime, I shall be surprised. We could take bacon, yes, suppose we do and run into a storm. Wet bacon will mold, and besides, bacon won’t keep long in the hold of a ship, so we’ll have to make landfall frequently. And if we keep making stops on shore, we’ll never get anywhere or find treasure. You see what I mean? We must have bacon, so we must configure a means to keep bacon safely.”

      “Wekin,” Eliesmore interrupted. “There is more to life than bacon.”

      “Is there? On the contrary, I beg to differ. Show me something that is more important than bacon, and I might consider giving it up.” He threw back his head, laughing at his personal joke. “No, I am sure there is nothing in the world more important than bacon.”

      “Look,” Yamier interrupted, pointing ahead to the seven currents. “We have arrived!”

      A cool breeze floated by, stirring the broad mint green leaves of Werivment. The water rushed by in its many currents, tossing deep blue and golden droplets of water in the air. Eliesmore’s emerald green eyes widened as he stared at the enchanted beauty of the land. Like every city, every country and every creature was its own self in the South World, and not to be compared to each other, so Werivment held its own enchantments.

      “It looks different from when I was here last,” Yamier nodded, crossing his arms as he walked toward the river, hopping up on a boulder to peer down at the raging waters.

      Eliesmore sat down in the grass, leaning his back against a tree as Lythe settled near him. He sighed as thoughts flitted back to Optimistic, wondering what he would say if he could have seen the glory of Werivment. A wave of sadness and loneliness pierced his heart, and he placed a hand in Lythe’s mane, stroking it as he allowed the thunder of the currents to drown out his thoughts. Those who stayed with him roamed through the woods, some setting up camp, others walking together as they talked of this and that. Idrithar had hastened away earlier taking a large detachment of the army with him. They’d agreed to join Eliesmore just outside the Torrents Towers for a winter battle for the city. Still, Eliesmore marveled about those who choose to stay with him, or rather, with the energetic Yamier and Wekin.

      Visra walked by and sniffed in Eliesmore’s direction. “This is Werivment?” she waved her hands in disgust. “Are you going to sit here and sleep for the rest of the winter?”

      Eliesmore sat up straighter, giving her a half smile. He found the fact that originally, he’d been frightened of her, quite comical. “Visra, must you always greet each new experience with unpleasantness?”

      She shrugged her shoulders, reaching for her blade. “Truth and fact, not unpleasantness,” she stuck out her tongue at the wood. “Nothing is as beautiful as the forests of Shimla.”

      “Careful,” Eliesmore warned her, still amused. “You do not want to insult the great powers that hold this land. There’s no knowing what they will do with you.”

      Visra stuck her chin in the air. “With me? Bah. I will catch up with Idrithar, at least the army is more entertaining than listening to these fools prattle about bacon and sailing and mysteries they understand nothing about.”

      Lythe lifted his head, emitting a soft growl of warning in Visra’s direction. Unable to resist, Eliesmore chuckled, surprised at how much lighter his spirits felt. “See, even Lythe is warning you!”

      Visra stuck out her tongue at them. “Humph, where is Captain Elidar? We must go!”

      Eliesmore shook his head. “Careful you don’t let your wild tongue get you into trouble.”

      Visra spread her wings and lifted off, ignoring him.

      “Eliesmore,” Skip beckoned to him from a fire, “join us. Don’t sit there all alone.”

      “I’m with Lythe,” Eliesmore called across the grass to her.

      “Go ahead, I could use a nap,” Lythe grunted.

      Eliesmore glanced down at the lion who had already closed his eyes. Part of him wanted to lie down and sleep, drinking in the beauty and crisp air of Werivment. Instead he got up and moved closer to the fire, joining the circle where Yamier and Wekin were tossing leaves of murthweeld into packs and heatedly discussing sailing. Navigation by the Green Light has been agreed upon, but storing bacon brought a stalemate, although Wekin kept pressing the issue. They were discussing who they wanted to be in their crew, and Eliesmore noted Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler, and Trecon listening with flushed faces. Yamier and Wekin both wanted to be captains and sail together, but first mate would not do.

      “We still have the concern of food,” Skip spoke up. “We have to make port during the winter to stock up, and there aren’t any good trading routes yet. They must be set up.”

      “You’re sounding like Wekin, worried about food,” Eliesmore remarked with amusement.

      “Been in the company for a while,” Bruthen murmured.

      “Yes,” Skip’s long braid swung behind her as she spoke, waving her hands. “Bacon is good, but I want none of it. Now, murthweeld is delicious…”

      “Unless you eat it for days on end,” Wekin interrupted, holding up a finger and wagging his head.

      “Actually, I like the taste of mocholeach better now,” Skip went on.

      “How can you say that?” cried Wekin. “Mocholeach is…is…”

      “Good, yes,” Eliesmore agreed. “We have been eating it for many months and you,” he gestured toward Skip, “not for so long.”

      “Yes,” started Skip, but Wekin broke in again.

      “I want something tastier than plants and roots, give me meat, real meat, now that’s a welcome change!”

      “Aye.”

      “Hear hear,” a few voices chimed in.

      “Here’s a solution to the problem of stocking up. You know the Rulers of the West,” Eliesmore leaned back. “On occasion stop in to the Constel Heights. Wekin, you are a mapmaker and you know Oceantic is quite close to Castle Range, you can simply map it into your travel routes.”

      Wekin nodded, considering. After a moment he hopped up and walked closer to the mud by the riverbank, snatching up a stick so he could scratch out a map.

      “He knows there’s no need for that,” Wyndler pulled out a scroll. “I have a map right here.”

      Yamier waved him away with a yawn, “It’s Wekin, he likes to draw from scratch, you know, he’s an artist and all,” Yamier made quotes in the air with his fingers.

      “Let’s cook,” Bruthen dropped a few more sticks into the fire, motioning toward Yamier.

      “Aye,” Yamier agreed, reaching for his pack.

      Eliesmore tucked his hands behind his head and lay back, letting the conversation drift around him. An odd feeling of peace settled within him and he felt like the old Eliesmore, full of hope and energy, like when he dissolved the Green Stone. He may have fallen asleep when an urgent voice yanked him back into the present. “Look! Look in the water!”
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      A beautiful rivulet of light drifted down the water like a golden path to follow until sky and land met. Wekin stood up, his jaw dropping as he stared into the water. At first, he thought he saw a large fish in the water, for something brown bobbed in and out of sight. After a few moments, he realized they were otters, lying on their backs and floating down the current that ran across the western South World to the Jaded Sea. They waved at him, diving and splashing in the water as if it were their private playground.

      Wekin lifted a hand to wave back when he saw them. Creatures in the water. Not animals. They were people, all dressed in colorful coral-like clothes. They wore headbands of small shells and colorful ocean treasures over their long light hair that flowed as long and as smoothly as the waves. They ranged in all sizes, some three feet long, others five, moving in and out of the waters as they played with the otters, shouting with merriment, their voices like jeweled droplets of song, rising high above the rushing waters.

      “Under Water World People,” Eliesmore whispered beside Wekin, and Wekin knew it must be true. He’d heard of the creatures in tales of old, yet never thought to consider he’d ever come across them. Now a vague sensation came over his body as he observed them.

      “They returned!” voices shouted around him as others joined him. “They came back!”

      “I didn’t know they were gone,” Wekin whispered, an undercurrent of anticipation rocking through his body. His hand trembled, and he dropped the stick he’d been using to draw into the mud. His body moved forward as of its own accord.

      “Look! Look!”

      “Come and see!”

      “Under Water World People!”

      “And they brought their otters!”

      The cries of joy rang out about him, and Wekin felt a warmth flash across his heart when he saw her. He stood to catch a better glimpse as she dived and sprang back up into the air. She had white bangs that fell just above her eyes, hiding her eyebrows. Short white hair brushed her shoulders, thick and wet, the water rippling off it like stardust as she rose. Her hands twirled above her head as she spun, showing him flashing of light brown bare skin. He swallowed hard when he saw the curves of her breasts and the roundness of her navel. A flood of desire hit him full force as he watched. She landed in the water with a splash, a gentle wave hiding her from view.

      He walked forward without allowing his gaze to move from the waters, unaware his jaw hung open. Kneeling on the shore, he watched the creatures leap and dive yet his eyes keep going back to the one with white hair. She twirled, disappearing under the waves as he leaned forward, his fingers digging into the rock for balance. Time slowed down as she rose, the silver waters parting as her white head appeared. Her eyes were teal as she caught his and paused, moving in waist-high water toward him. She held out a hand, and he watched while the light caught the dark tones of her skin, and he thought she was the most beautiful creature he’d seen in his entire, short-lived, adventurous life.

      He tumbled off the rock, splashing into the water, ignoring the cries.

      “Wekin, what are you doing?”

      “Where are you going?”

      He waved the voices away for it seemed, for the first time in his life, everything became clarified. When he gazed at her, he understood everything to a depth he’d never grasped before, and the world revolved around nothing else but her. Thus, he stood in the water, as the waves threatened to sweep his feet out from under him, and he called out to her. “Lovely lady of the water, what do they call you?” His voice came out high and hoarse, but there was no embarrassment left as he held out a hand, hoping to touch her, to caress her cheek, to kiss her neck, to pull her into an embrace and never let go.

      “My name is Ray’nava,” she spoke like one who belonged to the water, and for a brief moment, Wekin saw nothing but her teal eyes. “What do they call you?”

      “Wekin,” he whispered, unsure whether she heard him for his heart pounded louder than the currents of Werivment. “Wekin the Warrior.”

      She paused and smiled at him, her white square teeth gleaming as she tilted her head. A wave rose splashing in front of them, and she dived.

      “Wait!” Wekin cried as she disappeared into the waters. He moved forward. “Please, wait!”

      When she resurfaced, she was further away, laughing with her people. She waved at him, sending water spinning through the air in a riot of giddiness. Wekin felt his heart leap. The Under Water World People continued down the current, and his companions shouted from the shore.

      “Wekin! What are you doing in the water?

      “Come on, food is ready.”

      “We even saved you some bacon?”

      Wekin spun and glared at them, hands on his hips. “Bacon?” he shouted at them. “Bacon? Bacon is a food, which does fill one self. Yes, that is bacon. But did you see what I saw? The Under Water World People? What compares to them? Not bacon. Bah. Forget bacon. Forget the taste of food. Nothing, I tell you, nothing else matters but the Under Water World People. I swear,” he placed his hand on his strangely beating heart. “I will sail the seas forever just to be with the Under Water World People.”

      He spun back, leaning out over the waves, hoping to catch another sight of her. “Ray’nava,” he whispered, and even her name felt like a kiss on his lips.

      “Oh, that Idrithar and Zhane were here to see the day,” Eliesmore’s voice rang out. “Lythe, wake up! The impossible has happened. Wekin has given up bacon!”
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      Winter passed, and Eliesmore took his friends across the Monoxie Meadows to the Torrents Towers. Lythe was thankful to return home for brief moments, and at times Eliesmore imagined the wind laughing at them as she blew past.

      Now, Eliesmore stood alongside Idrithar, staring across the plain at the winking stones of the Torrents Towers. He nodded at the words Idrithar spoke, but his eyes were watching the shift in the clouds and the way a darkness seemed to hang over the city. It was unsettling as if the stones were alive, watching them. “The Rakhai are here,” Eliesmore interrupted, his voice low. “They have changed into something else since the demise of the Changers. I will hunt them down.”

      “It would be wise,” Idrithar agreed. He paused as if a thought troubled him. “Have you destroyed the Phutal yet?”

      Eliesmore’s head snapped around as he faced Idrithar and a sudden pulse began within. “I must go to Daygone to destroy it,” he kept his tone even. “After this battle, after the lands to the south are secure, I will hasten there.”

      Idrithar’s eyes seemed cool as he continued. “Do you think it is wise, carrying such a tool, such a weapon with you?”

      Eliesmore dropped his tone even lower and turned back toward the city. “I am Eliesmore. The One. I carry the Jeweled Sword and the power of the Green Stone. There is no one who can take it from me. You know this.”

      “I do,” Idrithar’s words flowed like water over stone. “I also know what I saw in Daygone. There was a darkness within you, a restless beast waiting to grow and pounce. Perhaps, now that the Changers are gone, the darkness within is now dormant. Or,” he raised a finger in warning, his brows drawing together. “Perhaps it is biding its time, like the Changers. Tell me, Eliesmore, do you know who you are? Do you know what you have become?”

      The words struck Eliesmore as if he’d been given a physical blow. He pulled himself together before he stepped backward, meeting Idrithar’s intense gaze head-on. “I know who I am,” he tried to keep the hidden threat out of his tone. “You and the others have never let me forget it. When I say I will destroy the Phutal, I will. Just as I destroyed the Dark Servant, the Dark One and the Dark Figure. You do not need to concern yourself with what I will become. The world is saved. Isn’t that your concern now?”

      “There is a reason they call me Idrithar the Wise,” Idrithar stepped forward, ending the conversation. He waved over the others which included Visra and Captain Elidar, Yamier and Wekin, Trecon and Wyndler, Mattio and Sir Regante, Skip and Bruthen and a few others.

      “Are you ready?” he asked them, drawing the sword of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear.

      Wekin winked. “It’s about time. I’ve been spoiling for a good fight.”

      “Archers with me,” Yamier grinned.

      Skip and Bruthen exchanged glances, backing away.

      “There need be no fear,” Eliesmore told them. “But if you are afraid, look to the skies and stay behind, there is nothing wrong with that.”

      “We are marching into the gates of death,” Sir Regante murmured.

      “We are going in the front door,” Eliesmore nodded. “We know who we are, and we are not ashamed. It is time for this city to be released from the control of evil!”

      Eliesmore glanced back at his companions, noting their long faces. Skip and Bruthen were from the Torrents Towers along with Sir Regante and Mattio.

      “There is no fear here,” Sir Regante spoke, his voice mournful, “yet I doubt anyone will fight for the White Steeds. The power of darkness is strong here.”

      “Aye,” Mattio whispered, his blue eyes taking on a vague haze as he stared as the winking stones. “The Way of Phimm is worshipped here.”

      Way of Phimm. The words hushed through Eliesmore’s mind and he felt a sudden anger, such as he had not felt since Optimistic’s death and the darkness rushed out of him. Instead of replying he squared his shoulders and looked to Idrithar, giving him a quick nod.

      They moved forward with three hundred Crons and Tiders following them. White flags were high in the air with the symbol of a silver horse rearing on them. Their silver armor has been polished until it shone while their feet flatted the wild grass of the prairie into submission. Eliesmore reached out with his mind, searching for the red Zikes that followed him, having them on standby just in case capturing the Torrents Towers proved to be more intense than he expected. The black gates rose twenty feet high, and above them, Eliesmore saw sentinels marching back and forth while archers pointed their arrows down at them.

      “Open for the White Steeds,” Eliesmore commanded. He planted his feet in front of the gate, a hand on his sword hilt while Idrithar stood a pace behind him.

      Silence swept over the city, and after a few moments, Eliesmore heard whispered voices conferring. He kept his posture, determined not to display any signals of weakness as they waited. The silence stretched on and became rather painful, like one waiting for news from war, discovering who lived, who died.

      At last a muffled voice filtered through the wall. “White Steeds are not welcome here.”

      “Will you open for the One?” Idrithar called out. “Finder of the Jeweled Sword, dissolver of the Green Stone, conqueror of evil?”

      Another pause, shorter than the previous one occurred before the response came hurling down the wall. “You are not welcome, no matter who is in your company. Black Steeds rule here.”

      A chant began on the other side of the wall. “Black Steeds. Way of Phimm. Black Steeds. Way of Phimm.”

      Wekin turned away from the gate, sputtering. “The imprudence of them, not even for the One? We ought to…we ought to…”

      “Roast them in their beds, kill every one of them!” Skip scrunched up her face. Her cheeks turned bright pink.

      “Skip,” Idrithar’s tone gave off the rebuke she needed.

      “Rude, I would like to give them a piece of my mind,” Yamier raised his bow.

      “Not even for Sir Regante?” Mattio hollered.

      “Mattio!” Sir Regante hissed.

      “Sir Regante is a traitor!” the voice shouted back.

      “Step away from the gate,” Eliesmore motioned to his companions. “We will do this my way.”

      His companions backed away, Idrithar raising an eyebrow as he retreated, leaving Eliesmore alone. Eliesmore closed his eyes and grew still, clenching his fists as he searched for what was left. There was something there, he was sure of it, yet he’d been reluctant to search for his powers after giving in to the will of the Dark Figure. Sarphimm. He refused to process the thought the Green Light was gone, and he’d lost the power of creation. He took a deep breath and felt the spirits of the Zikes as they pricked up their ears, listening, waiting for his call. He smelled the rich soil beneath his feet, traveling to the dead iron of the gates. He cocked his head, keeping his eyes closed as he reached out, both physically and spiritually, using his thoughts to twist the iron and pull it apart. In his mind’s eye, his fingers ran through the ground and climbed the gate. Zikes. Find the leaders. Bring them to me. Unlock the doors. Rouse the city.

      His fingers curled around the gates and he pulled, breathing hard, his muscles straining against his body as he yanked. The ground shuddered under his feet, and unintelligible yells drifted through the air as he pulled against the gates. Green light glowed around his fingers and with a sense of relief he found the power of creation, the Green Stone was still with him, rising in a purity he had not experienced since his first battle with a Changer, the Dark Servant, over a year ago.

      A victorious yell came from his mouth as the gates shuddered and opened against their will. The hinges squeaked, resisting his efforts.

      Shouts echoed around him, and when he opened his eyes, he saw the gate shudder and fall forward while the three hundred marched toward the walls, eager to enter the city. Idrithar, Sir Regante, and Captain Elidar took the lead, separating into three divisions as they led the army onwards.

      Eliesmore’s fingers shook from the excretion as he dropped them to his side and noticed Lythe trotting up beside him. Eliesmore shuddered, eyes narrowing as he watched the halo of darkness over the city. He drew the Jeweled Sword in one sweeping motion. “Lythe. Let’s give them hell.”

      Lythe bounded into the city, leaping toward a group of black guards who scattered, their spears dropping onto the cobble stones. Eliesmore walked through the ruined gates which collapsed in a cloud of dust, wailing in their surrender. The voices of the Zikes shirked in victory as they surged through the city while Eliesmore’s army moved through, taking down everyone and everything in their path. Eliesmore saw the light from Idrithar’s sword create a rift in the stone as he entered the city, while all bowed before Wekin’s sword and the arrows flying from Yamier’s bow. Again, an illusion passed before Eliesmore’s eyes, and it seemed he was in a rich red canyon, fighting with a great multitude of warriors around him. He saw the curly head of Marklus the Cron as he lifted his bow again and again while Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear wielded the light, her followers weaving in and out of it, using it like shadows. Meanwhile, Starman the Trazame fought with a strength he had not known before, and everything that came in contact with his blade met a fatal end.

      Eliesmore snapped out of the vision as a shout of victory thundered around him, and the army moved toward the towers while the Zikes prodded the leaders onwards, striking down their defenses, rendering their control useless.

      “Get the flags up,” Sir Regante shouted. “Take down the Black Steeds’ flag and raise the White Steeds’ high. The city is ours. All must know!”

      Eliesmore nodded in agreement as the Jeweled Sword came down while a niggling crept up his spine. Sound faded away as the hush of death and darkness covered the Torrents Towers. He looked up, watching the pointed towers reaching toward the sky, shading the light. The stone walls of the city stretched onward, weaving into streets and massive buildings in a way Eliesmore had never seen before.

      “Round up the leaders,” Idrithar shouted. “Bring them inside. Captain Elidar, Sir Regante, with me!”

      They moved toward a building, their feet clattering over cobblestones when the dense darkness gathered, and out of a foggy cloud stepped the Rakhai.

      Eliesmore’s senses buzzed with energy as he lifted the Jeweled Sword and ran, moving through the crowds who had stopped to gaze while around him the voices of the Black Steeds lifted in renewed hope. Way of Phimm. Way of Phimm. Way of Phimm. The chant swelled through the air as if the speakers were building a strong power with their words. Eliesmore saw his moment as the creature grew, a blend of shadow and flesh, a creature of old crossbred with the Rakhai to create something despicable. It lifted a pitchfork, and a piercing memory swept through Eliesmore.

      He slowed everything down until he could taste the air with each breath he drew and the slow heartbeat of life as the frightened faces of the White Steeds turned toward him. The beast threw back its head and roared. Eliesmore absorbed it, allowing the darkness to enter him and be burned away by the Green Light. The creature stamped its pitchfork on the ground, once, twice, thrice, and Eliesmore lifted the Jeweled Sword and hurled it. It sailed through the air, flipping in slow motion while the blade held steady. The pointed edge kept its course as it flew as straight as the arrows from the bow of Marklus the Healer. The beast threw back its head to roar again when the blade entered, piercing its throat, stopping the roar in its tracks. The creature’s bullish head went back while the whites of its eyes rolled in shock. Eliesmore raised a hand, a surge of Green Light passing through his fingers and he tossed a ball of light at the beast, determined to finish the Rakhai once and for all.

      The beast waved its arms as it fell backward, an expression of shock and dismay covered its face. As it fell it changed, shifting and morphing as ten Monrages appeared, one after the other. The Jeweled Sword clattered on the cobblestone behind them as one by one they wavered, holding their hands to the crimson flow of blood that poured from their necks. One of them choked, spitting up a handful of blood as her dark eyes met Eliesmore’s. She pointed at him before her eyes glazed over and she collapsed. As the bodies hit the cobblestone, the fog of darkness lifted, and a cheer went up from the White Steeds while the Black Steeds knelt on the ground, covering their faces while they wailed and moaned.

      The winking stones of the Torrent Towers fell silent, yet somehow Eliesmore thought he saw ten black ravens soar, soundlessly into the sky, flying in an eastward direction. When he blinked, there was nothing. Walking across the stones he retained the Jeweled Sword while Lythe opened his powerful jaws and roared, sealing the events of what happened there.

      “Black Steeds and followers of the Way of Phimm,” Eliesmore announced. “The city is ours!” Then he turned, meeting Idrithar’s gaze, noting the respect Idrithar held in his eyes as he nodded. “Idrithar, the city is yours.”
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      “What will you do?” Idrithar asked as they stood in one of the towers of the Torrents Towers. It was a few days after taking the city from the Black Steed. The vibe of the city was sullen although Eliesmore had full faith in Idrithar, Mattio, Visra, Captain Elidar, and the detachment of the army who would remain.

      “I will go conquer every country and raise the flag of the White Steeds in every city. I am taking Lythe and the Jeweled Sword. Those who desire to move on can come with me.”

      Idrithar nodded, stroking his beard. His eyes were alive with the challenge the Torrents Towers presented him, and Eliesmore was grateful Idrithar found where he belonged. “Only the countries south of the Cascade Mountains remain.”

      “I know,” Eliesmore agreed.

      “Will you come back?” Idrithar lifted an eyebrow.

      “I doubt it.” Eliesmore moved forward, dropping a hand on Idrithar’s shoulder. “Set yourself up here as Ruler. You must be the wise one on this side of the mountains. You have friends in the west, between Castle Range and the Torrents Towers, there shall be peace.”

      Idrithar grasped Eliesmore’s shoulder in a surprising gesture of friendship. “Others will stop following you, as you continue through the South World. But they will never forget what you have done for this world.”

      “I know,” Eliesmore let a gentle smile come to his face.

      “Well done,” Idrithar ended with words of praise.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thus, Eliesmore took up the Jeweled Sword, and with Lythe at his side, set off through the Monoxie Meadows, across the Cascade Mountain Range to Sagta Por. Fifty of his friends followed him, including Sir Regante who determined not to stay in the Torrents Towers. Along with Eliesmore traveled Yamier and Wekin, Skip and Bruthen, Wyndler and Trecon. They planted a flag of the White Steeds in the country town of Sagta Por and welcomed the Trazames who had come out of hiding.

      They marched to Itmether and were met with shouts of joy and praise for what they had done. Eliesmore took his friends to the high city of Clovernridge and planted a flag on the mountain there, while the citizens saluted him and promised to give up the Way of Phimm. At long last, Eliesmore returned to the city of Sidell where the first battle against the Dark Figure took place. The city had been renamed Ellsmore in his honor and was humming with Crons, Tiders and even Trazames who were intent on rebuilding.

      By the time they reached the bustling city of Sanga Sang, off the coast of the Jaded Sea, Eliesmore knew everyone in his company by name, for, with each city, Eliesmore’s company had become smaller until there were only twenty. They were a jubilant group, given over to song and enjoying the best foods in the land. Upon their arrival, they burst into the first inn they could find, demanding ale.

      Eliesmore stood near the shore, lifting his face to the moist air, and he thought he could smell the sweet scent of the Eastern Hill Countries calling him home.

      “Eliesmore,” Wekin came up on one side, his arms crossed while Yamier walked up on the other.

      Eliesmore glanced from one long face to the next, a knowing slamming into his gut at the words they would speak.

      “Our road ends here,” Yamier nodded, his eyes glistening. “We have to go sailing.”

      “We will gladly escort you back to the Eastern Hill countries, but this is it for us,” Wekin pipped up, spreading his arms to indicate the port. “We are turning Sanga San into our new port and taking Skip and Bruthen with us.”

      Eliesmore nodded. The two had grown, the shadow of a beard crossing their young faces, and imprudence did not shine out of their eyes any longer. He saw the love of adventure and seeking an exhilarating journey instead of giving into killing for the White Steeds.

      “You don’t need us anymore,” Wekin’s blue eyes were calm as he reached up, dropping a hand on one of Eliesmore’s broad shoulders. “You are the legendary Eliesmore.”

      “I know,” he whispered, nodding at them.

      “But come visit us from time to time,” Yamier grinned, cutting the sadness of the moment with mirth. “We will be on the high seas chasing sea monsters.”

      A blush covered Wekin’s face as he added, “Searching for Under Water World People.”

      “Finding hidden treasure,” Yamier went on.

      “Adventure for all,” Wekin cried, grinning so hard it looked as if his face would burst.

      “It is time, more than time,” Eliesmore held out his arms. “You have done enough, you have sacrificed and given more than many others.” They embraced tightly for seconds before letting go and thumping each other on the back, attempting to keep from shedding tears.

      “Never forget what we witnessed,” Eliesmore told them as they backed away, lifting their chins in the air, determined to keep their composure. “Tell stories wherever you go, we must not forget.”

      “How could we?” Wekin winked. “We are heroes.”

      “That we are,” Eliesmore nodded. “That we are.”

      He stood on the shore, watching, while Yamier and Wekin went to their ships. Skip boarded Wekin’s vessel to become his first mate on White Steeds Sail, and Yamier and Bruthen boarded The One Lives. Just before Eliesmore boarded the ship sailing to the Eastern Hill Countries, he felt Lythe come up, rubbing against his leg.

      Looking down, Eliesmore felt his heart drop as he placed a hand on Lythe’s head. “You’ll be going as well?”

      Lythe looked up at Eliesmore, his liquid eyes conveying the depth of his decision.

      “You are in no way bound to me,” Eliesmore went on. “You are free to go back to the Monoxie Meadows, chase the wind, and live out your days of freedom and joy. I can’t imagine returning to the fortress will bring you much joy. You were meant to be out in the wild, in nature, sleeping under the stars.”

      Lythe sat back on his hind legs, looking at Eliesmore before shaking his great yellow mane. “How can I say how grateful I am?”

      “Say nothing,” Eliesmore whispered, and then launched himself at Lythe, burying his head Lythe’s mane. “You long for home as do I. Go and live.”

      “Come visit,” Lythe suggested. “When you find yourself in the Monoxie Meadows.”

      “That I will do,” Eliesmore let go, rolling his shoulders back. He turned to move toward the shore where the last boat was waiting to take him to the ship. As he turned his back on the west side of the South World, a great cry and cheers rose above him like the waves of Oceantic.

      They will come out and rejoice, Eliesmore thought to himself as the words of “Song” danced through his mind. I wish Optimistic could have seen this. A bitter sweetness passed through his mind of his long lost friend, and turning for one last look, Eliesmore raised his hand. A roar of joy erupted like a fountain overflowing, bursting as he turned to sail east, back home.
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      Eliesmore knelt on the shore, grabbing fistfuls of sand and letting it run through his fingers.

      “Home at last. The Eastern Hill Countries,” he breathed.

      “Onward to the fortress?” Sir Regante asked as he eyed the quickly disappearing ships.

      Eliesmore rose to his feet, breathing in the rich scent of soil and new life. When he closed his eyes, he could hear the voices of every living thing reaching upward in silent awe and joy. “You all should return to the fortress but take your time, enjoy the journey. Follow the paths of life where it might lead you, and if you end up somewhere unexpected, maybe it’s where you are meant to be.”

      “You sound like you aren’t coming with us,” said Triften. He was a fair-headed Cron with a youthful face.

      “Nay. I am going to the Land of Lock. Back home. It’s a journey I must take alone for there are a few things I want to see and do before I reach the fortress.”

      “Will we see you again?” Triften asked, his face stricken.

      “I expect you will. We say goodbye now, but it’s not the end, merely a parting. We shall see one another time and time again until our souls are united in the Beyond.” He held out a hand and motes of emerald shot off his fingertips as he turned, following an invisible tug on his heart southwards.

      Eliesmore heard their murmured voices as he left while the enchantment of the land compelled him onward until his feet sped up to a run and the world flashed by in a riot of colors.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliesmore reached the Land of Lock in five days. Sunset was still a few hours away as he walked through the meadows, the gentle breeze lulling him in. As he surveyed the land, his eyes fell upon a beaten down hut, and his heart dropped. It was his old home. Heart pounding, he walked toward it. The roof had fallen in. The door was hanging off its hinges as he peered in. Eliesmore pushed aside the door into a musty room and stepped inside. Daylight streamed in through the cracks in the roof, displaying an overturned table and dusty chairs lying on their sides. The floor was covered in dirt and leaves from springs, summers and winters. Eliesmore’s knees gave out from under him, and he knelt in the muck. Memories of his mother rushed through his mind. He recalled her fixing the first meal, it was already ready when he woke up, his nose quivering as he climbed down the ladder, his mind whirling with inquisitive questions to ask her. It seemed as if his mother’s voice surrounded him, telling him stories of Heroes of Old, great adventure, epic quests, and heroic deeds. He blinked back tears as he remembered how he woke each morning, his mother shaking him awake and telling him he smelled like the forest. His head dropped onto his chest and his shoulders shook as he wept for a past life when the darkness of the world was hidden from him, and all he saw was sunshine and light. Even in the depths of his grief, he recognized the gift his mother had given him, and he brought his hands together, whispering words of blessing as he thought of her.

      The sun was setting when he left the hut, brushing the dust from his knees. He walked around the side of the hut where the elm tree grew, looking up to catch sight of the window to his old room. The gentle call of the Iaen pulled him to join the dance, and even as he looked up, he felt their presence. Eliesmore pressed a hand to the rough wood of the elm tree, listening to the hum of life that surrounded it. “Grow tall and strong, take the place of this hut and mark where I lived,” he whispered.

      An inaudible hush moved over the home, and Eliesmore wiped tears from his face as he turned his back on it, like he had those years ago, when he had his mother’s permission to leave. He turned and walked up the hill, imagining the animals gathering on it once more, yet this time it was barren, there was none to lead him to the dance. He moved up the hill, lost in memory and as he walked toward the forest, he saw a green light. As Eliesmore moved closer, he saw her clearly, and a lump rose in his throat. Ellagine stood on the outskirts of Shimla, her hands by her side, waiting and watching. Golden hair flowed about her shoulders, and she wore a sheer green gown that radiated with her green glow. Her sky-blue eyes met his as he walked toward her, and an odd sensation radiated through his body. Gone was the fear, the hate, rage and anger. There were many questions he wanted to ask her, many things he wanted to discuss with her, but as he neared, he felt nothing but the intensity of his feelings for her. Forgiveness came over him, and his pace quickened as he approached. He was not afraid of her. She’d done nothing to gain his mistrust. It was not her fault.

      Eliesmore stood in front of her, noticing she wasn’t much taller than him now. He’d grown the last few years during the war. He reached up, pulled down her head, and kissed her. Her lips parted beneath his, a low moan escaping her throat as her arms came up and around him. He pressed closer to her until their bodies melded together. He felt the quickening of her heartbeat and the swell of her breasts as they pressed against his chest. She tasted like the sweet tang of honey and the gentle, delicate hints of starlight. He held on, drowning as she deepened the kiss, turning her head, her tongue sneaking into his mouth, searching for more. He pulled on her bottom lip with his teeth, nipping her playfully before turning back to a full kiss. Forest and hill melted away until it seemed they were in their own universe, one with the stars, arms around each other as their mouths explored. When he pulled back to catch his breath, her eyes were still closed, her tongue came out, licking away the taste of him, savoring the moment. Her face glowed with a magnetic energy as she opened her eyes, her lashes catching the last lights of the day, the glory of sunset embracing her green skin. His hands rested on her bare shoulders, and he felt calm as he met her eyes, watching the blush spread across her face.

      “Eliesmore.”

      She whispered his name like a prayer, her eyes half shutting again. She wrapped one arm around his neck while her fingers tips brushed his cheek before trailing down, feeling the muscles on his arms before coming to rest on his chest. He felt the eager twitch of lust as he moved forward, dropping one arm to her waist, pulling her against him, pressing his hardness into her.

      “I have missed you,” he admitted, his anger gone. “I am sorry,” he added, knowing there was much more to say.

      “Will you come with me?” she leaned forward, her eyes meeting his before she dropped her face to his neck, nuzzling his shoulders.

      He trailed his fingers through her silken hair, marveling at the riot of colors twirling through them. “Yes,” his hand slipped down her arm, feeling her shiver as their fingers met.

      She folded her hand around his and led the way into the forest of Shimla, peering back as if to encourage him, a light in her eager eyes.

      The trees parted before them as if bowing, knowing they should let the One and the Queen of the Green People pass without question. She led him to the glade where the animals were gathering, and the Iaen came out of the woods to join the celebration. The thump of the drums pulsed deep within Eliesmore, and he saw the flickering fire, just as in days of old. A strong nostalgia rose within him, and when the music began, he drew Ellagine into his arms and began to dance, his heart in his throat, his eyes watching her as they spun into what seemed like an eternity.

      Eliesmore noted the song of the Iaen had changed, they sang of the One and how their lives were made anew. As the night deepened Ellagine smiled at him, and, taking his hand, led him away to her bower. They weaved through the magical lights of the Iaen, the winking white and yellow lights that lit their path while the stars above wheeled and danced to a tune of their own making. A thousand jewels shimmered as she laughed, taking his hand and threading her way through thick trees and lush grass, the smell of pine entangling with mint and herbs. A tingling bell of sound echoed as rain drops danced from the sky, flirting above them as the Rainidrains played within them.

      “They are happy,” Eliesmore whispered, hoping she’d turn around and grace him with another smile. He found her very presence magnetic and a strong desire arose within him, throbbing as she pulled him onward.

      “They came back, because what you did,” Ellagine laughed, a lightness in her tone as she turned, her long loose hair flying behind her as her intoxicating aura filled the air. They came to a giant hollow tree with lights spinning around it, and Ellagine took him inside and led him upwards to her bower.

      There was much he wanted to say, but when she pulled him down on a bed of feathers, he forgot all the questions and wonders and mysteries. He looked into her eyes and saw nothing but desire, and leaning down he kissed her as if she were the rarest treasure and he the hunter who’d found, at long last, the treasure he’d searched for his entire life.

      Her shudders of pleasure made him feel bold. He took his time, allowing his hands to transverse every inch of her green body. He leaned in, kissing, tasting, teasing, until she screamed in pleasure, squirming beneath him. Then. And only then. Did he allow himself to slip inside and become lost.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later, when the morning mist was still asleep, and all was dark inside the forest of Shimla, he stroked her cheek and held her close, staring into her eyes as she spoke.

      “Eliesmore,” she whispered, holding his name on her tongue as if she wanted to keep saying it repeatedly. “Do you know? I have always known you just as you have always known me.”

      “How?” He murmured, still drowning in her mythical beauty. “How?”

      “You don't remember. When you were born. I was there. Your first word was my name. I have always known it was you.”

      “Why didn't you call me sooner? Why didn't you tell me or tell the mortals?”

      “You had to grow up. You had to be pure. You had to choose. We let you. We waited as long as we could.”

      “Ah. Then you know what I would speak to you about. I heard dark things in the tower in Daygone. Things about our family. Your bloodline. Things I hesitate to believe, but deep down I know they are true. Will you tell me? I don't want to believe them.”

      Her face became slack and guarded. “What things?”

      “The union between a mortal and immortal is cursed because of Paleidir, Lady of the Green People and Legone the Swift. They had a child. The first Blended One. Who fell in love with a Changer and begat the first Monrage.”

      “Yes. That is the truth. It wasn't because of the union of a mortal and an immortal for Crons and Mermis see fit to mix their blood. It was specifically because of the Green People who are unforgiven for letting Sarhorr the Ruler rise and run free. It was then determined that here in the South World the bond between a mortal and immortal will be punishable by death. Never trust a Green Person.”

      “The first Monrage, Magdela, they called her, grew up here within these woods? And had a child named Luthín?”

      “Yes, Luthín was my mother.”

      “That means that you…”

      “I carry the bloodline. I am the last.”

      “Magdela only had one child? There wasn't another? A son?”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps there was. He went west where he was killed. As the tales say.”

      “What if he wasn't killed? What if he mated with a line of Tiders? Therefore, cursing the Tiders and the Green People for eternity?”

      “Do you intend to hunt down the bloodline and find out?”

      “Isn’t there a need? We have to be sure, don't we?”

      “Here is what I know. There is nothing to fear from Changers anymore.”

      “It also means you cannot stay here. What if others find out?”

      “I know.”

      “I cannot stay here either.”

      “What will you do?”

      “These things I know should be hidden but, what if the world needs our strength and knowledge again?”

      “Write it down. Bury it. Seal it.”

      “When I am done will you find me?”

      “Yes. It will be our last adventure.”

      He leaned forward to capture her lips with his while gasps of pleasure echoed around them. When he drew back, she smiled, wrapping her arms around his neck, pulling him closer but stopping just short. Her eyes changed as she asked another question. “Did you see her? Was she there?”

      “Who?”

      “Shalidir. It is her light that shines on this world. The sign of the Watchers. The light that guides ships. She did it. She completed her task.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Remember how I once told you knowledge is hereditary?”

      “Yes. What does knowledge have to do with Shalidir and what happened in Daygone?”

      “When the Green People learned Sarhorr was not dead we sought the greatest weapon to ruin him. Shalidir. It was not without complications. She fell in love with him and bore Magdela the Monrage. Then it became risky. We were not sure if she would stay strong and complete her quest to banish Sarhorr from this world. But she needed the Green Stone, and it had to go to a pure mortal untouched by immortal blood.”

      “Oh. I see. She did what she did on purpose, and here I was feeling terrible I had not completed the deed.”

      “What did you think was happening?”

      “I thought they escaped to wreak havoc on other worlds. I thought they escaped to become creators and build a world of their own.”

      “Oh. But that is impossible they are dead.”

      “Maybe they are white souls in the universe.”

      “The universe is an expanse of nothingness. There is nowhere for them to roam. The universe belongs to the stars, and they cannot create.”

      “Yes, you are right, I worried for nothing.”
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      “I have to go.”

      He held her hand although he did not want to leave.

      “I know,” she responded, tilting her head, her eyes studying him. “Will you come back?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “Yes, and no. I want you,” She moved into his arms as if they hadn’t been in physical contact for the past month. Her soft lips kissed his neck before she pulled back meeting his eyes. “I will come for you, when the time is right, when I am done here, when my people need me no longer.”

      He glanced around the forest, watching the leaves whisper secrets to each other. “I want to come back here. Where you are, there is life, and it is good. I’ve seen…” he trailed off as his voice cracked. “Everything was dark. So dark. After I went to Daygone. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t find the light. I was afraid your goodness, your beauty would make me lash out, would ruin me. I thought…”

      “Don’t talk about it,” she whispered in his ear.

      His eyes glazed as he stared off into the distance. “I have to go.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “There is something I must do, now that the world is safe. Now that this is over. There is hidden knowledge none should find. There are secrets locked tight for a reason, and none should find out.”

      “Hold me then, one more time before you go.”

      He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her toward him, breathing in her scent, memorizing the way she fit in his arms.

      “I will see you again,” he whispered.

      “I will come for you, and we will leave.”

      “Yes. Every time I see this world, everywhere I look, I remember. I don’t want to remember anymore.”

      “I’m sorry for what they did to you.”

      “You don’t even know.”

      “All the same, I am sorry.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for. There was a time I thought I hated you, but you are only a victim of the same crime. We tried. I tried. I did not know what the power of the Green Stone would do to me, to us, to this world.”

      “Is that why you stopped carrying the Light of Shalidir? Because of what you learned there?”

      He pulled back, a confession on his lips as he met her eyes. “I lost it,” he admitted, “sometime after I left Daygone and before returning to the fortress. I am sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” one of her hands came up, caressing his cheek. “You did not need it any longer, tokens like those slip away when they are not needed.”

      “Perhaps, it did seem to come alive,” he mused, “after the Green Stone was dissolved.”

      She tilted her head, a thought running through her mind. “Do you think the Light of Shalidir held a portion of the Green Stone? I always wondered.”

      “Did you,” he looked her in the eye, although her gaze seemed far away. “I thought it might, although I did not know the power of the Green Stone can be transferred to other objects. If I had known…”

      “You could not have known,” she hugged him tight, tucking her head into his shoulder. “It is over now.”

      He let go, squeezing her hand. “Don’t tempt me, or I will stay.”

      “What’s another night,” she smiled, kissing his cheek before letting him go.

      He smiled back although his heart felt heavy as he walked away.

      “Eliesmore,” her voice whispered through the trees like a song. “You are immortal and so am I. Time is nothing. Wait for me.”
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      He shut the doors, bolted them, turned around and nearly jumped out of his skin. She perched on the table by the window, holding a goblet of wine. She took a sip, studying him. A long silk gown flowed about her body, hugging every curve. Gold and silver jewels covered her arms and a cloud of white diamonds perched on her dark blue head. Her eyes were dark, and her lips stained red as she met his eyes. Reaching down she plucked a second goblet and poured him a glass.

      “Indonesia. I did not summon you.”

      “You did not need to.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “I changed my mind.”

      “What?”

      “You were not meant to rule, with all your wisdom and knowledge, you should not be here.”

      “Why not?”

      “You have ten years left. Teach Mattio all you know, and then I will come for you. I will take you. Be ready.”

      “Ah. I see. You aren’t like your father at all. You are like your grandfather.”

      “Yes.”

      “You will do to me what he did to the Order of the Wise.”

      “Yes. It is the only way.”

      “No, it is not.”

      “Don’t argue with me. You will fail. Ten years.”

      “Why now? Why have you decided to take me away?”

      “Because you know the truth about why all the old people are dead, why they were killed off.”

      “They knew too much, what have you discovered?”

      “The same things you discovered. Tell me what you know?”

      “I know the prophecy concerning the One was a ruse so the Green People could get what they want. I know there are darker secrets concerning the immortals and the Green People, they set out on a dark path, and they achieved what they set out to do.”

      “Do you know what they set out to do?”

      “No.”

      “Build a new breed.”

      “And they succeeded?”

      “Yes. The effects won’t be felt for many years, but yes. The new breed will rise strong, and eventually, this world will fall.”

      “Why must we run? Why are you taking me away?”

      “You do not get to interfere with this. The world should belong to the immortals. This is the only way. The mortals will fall and die as they should. If you stay, you will change the course of time and prolong the rise of the inevitable. The world belongs to the immortals, and time and time again the morals rise and take it from us. Not this time. We have patience. We have long life, we will win.”

      “You are part mortal, and you believe this? Why take me away?”

      “You cannot tell anyone. The world must continue in its oblivion.”

      “I see,” he reached out a hand and touched her shoulder, pulling her body closer to his. “Now you are here, stay for a while before we leave.”

      She lifted her face to his. “Ten years. You have ten years before I take you.”
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      Eliesmore walked toward Daygone. His footsteps were heavy as he strode across the land. The grass grew under his feet. The flowers blossomed. The creatures of the field rejoiced. As much as his heart wanted to rejoice, he couldn’t. His mind solely focused on what he was about to do. He walked through rolling hills until he reached the beginning of Daygone. He reached out a hand as he entered the dark land. The red flowers opened as he passed. The grass grew tall, and he walked toward the tower, mirroring his actions from three years ago. He squared his shoulders and raised his chin. This time he was older, wiser, stronger, more mature, and he understood the power which held him. This time, he knew exactly what he needed to do with the power of the Green Stone.

      He climbed the staircase, his footsteps ringing out across the stone as he climbed toward the summit. A depth of silence greeted him as he passed, continuing through the spirals as furious flashbacks attempted to drive him away. An odd smell came from the chamber at the top as if ghosts and souls of old still haunted the place. The book lay over the basin, right where he had left it, the dark words swirling together. He turned, studying the archways as the light from the sky filtered in. A throne, carved into the stone, sat perched on one side. A black pitchfork lay on the ground in the middle of the room. An onyx scepter leaned against the throne, and he moved toward it. He lifted the scepter in one hand; it was short, top heavy, with a glowing ornament in the middle of it. He breathed on it and felt it grow, felt it move with life. Laying it on the throne he stepped back and stretched out his arms. Angling his fingers toward the scepter he began to chant, waiting for the riot to pass through him. The power of the Green Stone was potent, intense, uncanny and far too great for him to handle. He wished he’d known how to cast it away years ago when he’d first received it and understood its true meaning. Now he knew what to do, how to balance the power which consistently threatened to overwhelm him.

      Stretching out his fingers he spoke words in the Valikai Dialect until they poured out of him and the light flashed. Green flames shot out of his fingers, pouring out of his body as they entered the onyx scepter. Power fled into the object until it was done, and he saw it swirl and change color as it settled into its new home.

      “I seal you. Only my blood shall unlock the power of the creation. I seal this curse. Let no one break it.”

      The scepter sighed as if it were a being who heard his words and obeyed. Eliesmore let go and stepped back. A wind rushed through the archways, cleansing him from his dark affair with power. He turned his back on the room and moved to the staircase, and as he did, his heart felt lighter, and he felt like himself. Eliesmore the Cron. Son of Myran. Son of Halender. He felt like himself when he was young and naïve, foolish even. When all he dreamed of was his days of dancing with the Iaen. Everything was great and good, and no worries pierced his soul. A strong nostalgia hit him as he moved, and he knew, even though he’d done what he set out to do, it had ultimately ruined him, and his life would never be the same. He walked down the steps, pointing his footsteps toward the dranagins, thinking of the words he had to share with them before he returned to the fortress. A bleakness rose up within him, and he blinked, longing for the days when he was young, before life and its misery crept up and destroyed him. He wondered if the heroes of old felt the same way he felt. Fighting and winning in and of itself destroyed him. He could not be a normal mortal like the others. He could not fall in love, have a family and live out his days in peace in the Four Worlds. He was immortal now. He knew more than he should ever know. The Four Worlds had been saved, but not for him. A sigh escaped from his lips as he walked, thoughts drifted away, and even in the lightness he felt the sorrow, the curse he’d been warned against. It would haunt him for the rest of his life. It was in that moment, he decided to take a walk and remind himself what he had done and why.
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      Nine months after Eliesmore left, Ellagine gave birth to a child. She wept when she saw he was a male. She had feared it would be female as the line has been. As she held him, the words of a whispered lullaby came to her ears, and at long last, she understood the hidden message, layered under blessed words.

      

      
        
        “Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

        Spread your seed far and wide

      

        

      
        May your bloodline

        The new breed

        Grow ever strong

      

        

      
        Blood of the undying

        Blood of the immortal

        Blood of the mortals

        Blood of my blood

      

        

      
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

      

        

      
        You shall walk in the light

        You shall walk in the dark

        You will blend with the air and land

      

        

      
        Of shadows and sorrow

        Of love and light

        Of mischief and mayhem

        Of folly and forgiveness

      

        

      
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper.”

      

      

      A male. She recalled her mother’s whispered words. It has to be a male to live forever to spread his seed far and wide. To create the new breed. Tell him to go to Daygone find the book of our people. Study it. You will know when it is time to rise. A new breed. A strong breed. The protectors of knowledge. The protectors of the world. The first of the Order of the Iaen.

      Ellagine watched over him for ten years, and on his tenth birthday, in the year 955, he stood before her in the glade of the Iaen and spoke the truth.

      “It is time for you to go,” he told her. He was an odd child. His eyes told her he was wise beyond his years. “You have nothing to fear from me. I am not a Changer. I do not love, and therefore I will not destroy the world because of love. I am the opposite of love. I am the opposite of fear. I am not swayed by emotion.”

      “Will you take a name?” she whispered, for throughout the years of his growth she’d called him nothing.

      “No,” his face was solemn with knowledge. “Names are powerful. I will be called a thousand things, but I will never share my true name.”

      “When you want to know who you are and where you came from go to Daygone.” She pointed north.

      “I came from you,” he shrugged.

      “No,” she shook her head. “I may have borne you, but you did not come from me.”

      “Of course,” he stepped back, holding out a hand to ward off her gaze. “Please. Don't look at me like that. You have nothing to fear. I have come to keep the balance. The world is at peace.”

      She reached out to touch him, surprised at the lack of emotion she felt. Feeling cold she stepped back and raised her right hand. “I will go. Long may you live. Long may you prosper.”
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      Year 943 (13 years ago)

      

      “We are free,” Sarhorr breathed in her ear. “At long last, we are free.”

      She held on to him tightly, watching their bodies fall to dust. “Do you hear it,” she whispered.

      He lifted his head, pure and white as he watched. The stars twinkled in and out of view, and they were magnificent. The heavens shook in glory shining with the luster of a thousand gems. He could hear their voices, as fragile as chimes, singing, exclaiming as they moved through the heavens, watching, waiting, speaking, listening, dancing.

      “Aye. Paradise.” He glanced back toward the quickly disappearing planet. “Are we dead?”

      “Yes.” She touched his face. “Can’t you feel the shift, the change? It’s as if we are born again, anew. The wishes and desires we had when we were trapped have gone. You are no longer a Changer. I am no longer a Green Person. We are beings at rest. At ease.”

      He lay a hand where her heart used to be. “I did not think I would enjoy death with you, I thought my accomplishments would mean more, yet now that we are here, I find the Four Worlds meaningless. Do you think it will last?”

      “We are older, wiser. Besides, it is up to Ellagine now. I have seen visions of the future. Our bloodline will last for eternity. We have left a legacy.”

      Sarhorr let go of her waist and they held hands, watching worlds whisk by them as they fell.

      “Do you have it?” He asked after a time.

      “Yes,” she opened her hand, inside it lay the Light of Shalidir with the Green Light shimmering within it.

      He hummed in pleasure at the piece of the Green Stone they had stolen. “When we are ready, we can start our own creation, but I am content for now.”

      “Yes. What would you do with this new beginning?”

      “I would have nothing more than to fall with you for an eternity. Let us forget the past, forget our names, forget the good and evil we have wrought. For now, let’s fall.”

      “Death has made you kind,” she squeezed his hand. “I like you better now.”

      “Aye,” he agreed. “And I you. Death has made me see how insignificant life was.”

      She lifted a hand and pointed, looking down at their feet they saw a white light streaking across the heavens as they fell. The voices of the stars rose and soared, gathering around them while rubies and emeralds sparkled. They fell for years, making loops through the galaxies until time was nothing and they were forgotten as if they had never existed.
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      Year 955 (Present Day)

      

      Come. A voice hushed through the air, weaving itself into his dream.

      Come with me. Eliesmore opened his eyes, staring upward at the pointed ceiling of the tower.

      Come. It wasn’t a voice; it was a pulse weaving through the center of his being.

      Come. A call he hadn’t heard in over ten years. The call of the Iaen. Excitement raced through his veins causing every pore to come alive with joy. He clasped a hand to his chest and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Stumbling across the cold stone floor, he ran his fingers through his fine black hair, his nails snagging on tangles of wavy hair. A pitcher of water perched near the window and he splashed it on his face, noting the fire had gone out, leaving naught but cold red embers, glowing like the eyes of a Changer. A momentary shudder shook his broad shoulders, and he leaned his weight on the windowsill, bringing his head forward to touch the cold glass. He blinked back memories of the past; they swirled around him like intangible dreams, visions of a life it seemed he had lived, and yet as the time passed, it became impossible to determine. He was a legend now. He’d heard the stories they told of him, and the monuments they built in gratitude for the freedom he gave them. Their praise drove him away for they were unaware of the true cost, and he did not feel worthy of the heroic deeds they gave him credit for.

      Come. The call shook him out of his reprieve, and a tang of bitter sweetness swept over him. After a brief stint in Daygone he’d returned to the fortress of the White Steeds and slept. At first, when he closed his eyes, his mind remained active, and sleep would not come. It took some time to understand the lore of the immortals and how to turn off the consciousness of his mind. Taking a room in the tower, he locked himself away to write his knowledge. Words spilled out of him, pouring onto pages and he wrote until his fingers bled and his head hurt, and then he slept. He filled a series of books with the things he had learned, and when the pages were filled with black ink, he opened a portal to Daygone and crept through, placing them on the bookshelves, sealing them with his blood. When the last book was complete, he opened the portal for the last time and hid the Phutal. It was broken, and although ideas of how to fix it filtered through his mind, he determined it was best to leave it as it was. Portals would open in Ellsmore (formerly Sidell), Castle Range and Daygone, because the key to moving between the Four Worlds was lost.

      Come. Eliesmore let his eyes roam across the room, noting the bed in the corner, the desk with leaves of paper, scribbles and designs. Eventually, the mortals would find his chamber in the tower, yet he’d left no clues, nothing to give away his current state of mind. His hand fell to his side, an old habit, searching for the Jeweled Sword, the powerful weapon he’d put down long ago. He straightened his green tunic, embroidered with white and gold threads. There was nothing he wanted to take with him. It was time.

      Come. Heart racing, he turned toward the western window where the Green Light winked in the early morning sky. Green motes danced through the air while words from the Truth Tellers flashed in front of him. They would miss him. Sir Regante and Triften hung on his every word, attempting not to bother him, yet basking in the glow of his company. More recently they had returned from a journey across the South World, bringing word of the Rulers of the West, the many adventures of Yamier and Wekin, and the continued political struggle in the Torrents Towers. While Eliesmore enjoyed hearing their tale, he found his heart full of longing, and it wasn’t until the call of Iaen came that he recognized the source of that longing and his true desire.

      Come. Standing tall he strode to the door of his chamber. The round door opened soundlessly, and he closed it behind him with a click. He silenced the voice that prompted him to tell his friends farewell for he’d hinted about his departure. With a light tread, he moved down the spiraling staircases, meeting no one as if the fortress lay under a sleeping spell. Emerald and golden light streamed through high windows while awed whispers echoed off the cold stones as if invisible beings spoke to each other as he passed.

      Come. He left out of the eastern entrance of the fortress, making his way toward the shores of Oceantic. Light bowed before him as if making way while the leaves of the trees rustled around him.

      Eliesmore stepped out of the underbrush into the pure light of day while the waves rolled back from the shore in adoration.

      She stood on the white sands with her back to him, one hand out, touching the prow of a swan-like ship with wings of glass stretching over the waters. She paused, a hand dangling in the air as if she heard his soundless footsteps. Spinning she faced him while a flutter of green dust blew across the sand as if welcoming Eliesmore to the shore.

      “Ellagine,” a genuine smile lit up his face while a lightness spread throughout his body.

      She tilted her head, her long light hair trailing down her back as she smiled at him. A pale shimmer covered her green skin, yet she wore a crisp white dress that flowed in waves to her feet, the edges kissing the sand. A white cloak lined with fur lay over her shoulders, thrown back to allow her bare arms to reach the sunlight. A playful vibe of joy and love filled the air while the call flared up within Eliesmore’s heart and he dashed across the sand, flinging his arms around her.

      She laughed, bringing a hand up to cup his face as she kissed him, her lips just as soft and intoxicating as he remembered. “Eliesmore,” she whispered, drawing back before closing her eyes and kissing him again.

      He ran his hands through her long hair, pulling back to study her face. Her eyes were older, wiser as if she held a grand secret, and for a moment he wondered what she’d spent the past ten years doing.

      “I brought you this.” Ellagine held out a pure white cloak clasped at the throat with a replica of the Light of Shalidir.

      “Thank you,” he stood still while she swept the cloak around his shoulder, closing it with the clasp. He ran his fingers over it, recalling his missing relic.

      “Are you ready?” Ellagine slid her fingers down his arm, twining their hands together.

      He nodded, leaning over to kiss her cheek as he squeezed her hand. “Where are we going?”

      Ellagine pointed to the swan ship. “I thought we would sail to the Beyond, to the Pillars of Creation. Haven’t you always wanted to go?”

      His eyes did not leave her face as he pulled her closer. “Yes, I am curious. Is that where you want to go?”

      A peculiar light came into her eyes as she met his gaze. “Yes. And no. We don’t have to sail to the Pillars of Creation. We can explore Oceantic and the great seas of the Four Worlds. We can go wherever your heart desires.”

      A beguiling fulfillment came over him, and he understood exactly what he’d searched for, precisely what he’d wanted for years. “My heart desires you.” He pulled her against his chest and kissed her long and hard.

      When he pulled back her eyes were wet, and she blinked, turning her gaze back to the waters. “Well then,” she gave a short laugh, somewhere between joy and a sob. “We have nothing but a lifetime. Together.”

      Together they walked through the waters of Oceantic while the ship rolled out a silver ramp, inviting them onboard. Once they were on deck, the swan turned its head and spread its silver wings, moving on its own accord across the waves.

      He held her hand as they set sail and raised his eyes to the horizon. A peace filled his heart, and he wrapped his arms around her waist, kissing her neck, inhaling her intoxicating scent. After a time she began to sing, her voice as clear as crystal over the waters. She lifted her face to the skies, and when he looked up, he thought he saw a stream of white cross the skies and a flash of emerald green.

    

  


  
    Afterward
    
  




  

    
      
        
          
            104

          

          

      

    

    


  
    Afterward
    
  




  





            Afterward

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 955. The Underworld

      

      She stood in the dull light, listening to the frogs croak around her. Their bass voices jilted off the rock and stone, dipping into the song the crickets hummed. She blinked as if coming out of a dream, trying to remember why she was there, in the underworld. What had drawn her to its depths? Years, she’d searched until time seemed endless, and her quest lay forgotten at her feet, unfulfilled. Her body, if she still had one, told her to go home, yet a quiet pestering hummed in her mind, an unrest that drove her forward.

      Arched gates rose before her, and she moved forward, hopping from one slick stone to the other, seeking dry ground. The pond beneath her shivered in the wind of her movement, black lily pads circling close to the shore. A lone guard stood at the gate, a pit of hollow blackness, waiting for her. His lanky frame was clothed in gold, and he held a black pitchfork in his hand. He took a step forward when he saw her. His expression turned to one of calm surprise. “Glashar?”

      It had been her name once, and as it filtered through her mind, she found her memories awakening as she recalled why she was there. A fierce determination crashed over her in waves, yet her hand flew to her mouth, holding back a sob. “Dathiem?”

      He towered above her as he spoke, uttering small explanations of wonder. “You came,” he whispered, adoration causing his dark eyes to come alive. He held out a hand. It looked gold in the pale light.

      “How could I not,” she breathed, a question in her eye as she walked toward him. “You are alive. How?”

      His gaze fell to his body and back to her, his eyes clear, shameless. “You once said, it does not matter who or what I am.”

      “Yes,” her voice caught. “I will always love you.”

      Even before he spoke his next words, she saw his shadow grow long, and the horns stretch out. “I am a Changer.”
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        Dear Readers

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading The Complete Four Worlds Series.

      

        

      
        If you loved the book and have a minute to spare, I would truly appreciate a brief review on the site where you bought the book. It can be short, so don’t worry about trying to sound too eloquent.

      

        

      
        Before you get lost in yet another story, share your thoughts and help other readers find stories like these.

      

        

      
        Leave A Review.
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