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        May you find that wild thing called “hope.”
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      Maybe she had known all along what the end would be like, what it felt like for him to walk away. The end of all that had been worked for, had finally come. She knew he was traveling into certain death, there was no doubt, yet a sharp shard of hope gleamed in her heart. Maybe he was the One after all; maybe he was the answer to all the songs the young world had poured forth in its unequivocal oppression. Maybe she had raised him to be strong enough and determined enough. But she knew she hadn't. Her love and protection were all he knew. This would be his failure; he was not built for loneliness.

      As she watched his lone shadow disappear behind a hill, she reached out a hand, as if to preserve the memory. With a sudden pang, she found her way back inside and sat down heavily on one of the decrepit wooden chairs. So it was over, and now her memory took her back to the beginning of what seemed to be a dream of joy in a world determined to crush all...
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        * * *

      

      “Myran!” The voice was not so much demanding as delightfully scolding. “Don't splash water all over the floor; you'll have to clean it up, dear.”

      I tried to hold the water pitcher higher, but my five-year-old arms were too short. “Mama, it's so full.” I laughed.

      Mother smiled at me, dimples dipping into her round cheeks. She wiped her flour-white arms on her apron and smoothed back her dark blond hair before taking the water jug from me.

      “There, my little one, go set the table.” She held the water jug against her belly and watched me, a proud light shining out of her eyes. I knew she loved me; I was her only daughter, her only child, a striking mix of her and my father. She smiled as I strained to reach the table. My waist-long, brown hair kept falling into my face, but I was laughing. I was happy. Mother promised me a treat after the last meal, and I know it would be a hot, rich cake—my first taste of the delightful delicacy. Long had it been denied, and long had it been demanded.

      My father strode into the one-room hut, humming a tune and winking at me as he took in the scene. He drifted toward Mother, sliding his arms around her waist. He pressed his lips into her neck as she sank into his embrace. They cut a pretty picture, and if I had known, I would have turned around and taken everything in: the way my father was only an inch or two taller than my mother and how they were both Crons—the people group characterized by light hair, short stature, and adventurous in heart. My father's blond hair stood straight up, and his piercing blue eyes gleamed in pride. My mother’s rounded features adding a tenderness to her face. They were strong, and they loved me. I knew this as they watched me, and every move I made was intentional, acknowledging how much they loved me.

      Much later, when the sun had darkened the forest so those creatures of the wood could begin their midnight rituals, I sat in my mother's lap, falling asleep while she played with my hair. All three of us were relaxed on the bed. Father held mother; mother held me. Through the clouds of sleep, I heard father. His deep words were muffled and blurred into the music of mother humming. Slowly, I drifted away into a land where the sun shines its warm rays on sleeping children, and when you wake, there are always sweet cakes to eat and nothing to do all day other than dance under the shady trees. I dreamed of colors shifting, and I saw a rainbow falling; it was about to crash on my head. My sharp cry of fear woke me.

      Instantly my mother’s hand covered my mouth, and she whispered a few soothing words in my ear, which tickled like butterfly wings. I looked around with sleep-dazed eyes; the candles were still lit, diminishing the sharp edges of the darkness. My father stood at the window, staring out. Almost as if he did not want to be seen. Almost as if he feared what he might see. That's when I heard it: the faint thundering, coming nearer all the time. It was the galloping that inspired the fear in my dream and the cruel shouting that scared me awake. As the dimensions of the sound increased, my father turned to my mother with a warning and a hint of fear in his deep voice. “They are coming.” That was all he said.

      The pressure of my mother's hand tightened for a minute. She grabbed me by the hand and pulled me away from the bed. She took me across the room to a large chest. It was about my height and full of quilts, which she pulled out as quickly as possible. One she wrapped one around me, she lifted me up and placed me inside the chest. She looked at my eyes, large and wondering, and I looked into hers. They were darker, attempting to hide the fear. “No matter what you hear and no matter what happens, don't come out. Lie down, and go to sleep. Sleep well, my little one. Have no dreams, no thoughts, and no worries. Remember, don't come out.” She searched my eyes to make sure that I understood, and I nodded, too confused to do more than obey. Mother kissed me on the forehead. Then, as I snuggled down in the depths of the chest, she pulled the cover over me, and I sank into darkness.

      It was not a silent darkness, except for those first few minutes when it was silent as death. I couldn't even hear myself breathing. I don't know that I was. I don't remember when I ever drew a breath again without shaking all over. After the silence, there came the terribleness: the pounding on the door, the sounds of splintering and cracking, the determined yelling and shouting, the sound of steel clashing, furniture falling, and then the death screams—blood-chilling and horrible. Finally, it was dark and soundless, except for my body shaking with sobs of fear. How long I lay there, I don't know. It must have been hours before I, forgetting what my mother had said, pushed away the top of the chest and stood. It took a little while for my eyes to adjust; all was dark except one candle, still burning in the intense blackness. I looked and saw the floor strewn with candles, dishes, food, ripped clothes, and pieces of the chairs and table. I saw blood caked everywhere and the eyes of my mother and father, wide in their death stare. No one had to tell me. I stood frozen with tears streaming down my face. I knew. I knew who. I knew the reason. Most of all, I knew fear.

      Nothing was real. All was dark and cold, and the only things affected by time were the candle and I. It continued to burn, regardless of how dire the circumstances. I stood—unaware of how cold I was, unaware of how tightly I was clutching the quilt, and unaware of the tears that refused to stop. Time continued to fly by, first in minutes, then in hours, and finally in days, which only amounted to three. I did not know hunger or thirst or pain; all I felt was grief ripping me apart.

      On the third day, she came, as if she knew I was there, waiting for her. She was tall, a giant to my young eyes. She was pale green and dressed in a color that shimmered and danced and hurt my eyes. She glided in through the broken door and past the candle. Her slight wind turned it over. Through glazed eyes, I saw the small flame take to the floor, at first slowly, as if tasting its' feel for burning, and then faster, licking up the death and despair. The lady did not even appear to notice. She headed straight for me, lifted up her arms, and pulled me into them, quilt and all. And then she ran with me, leaving my home, my childhood, and all my dreams burning behind me.
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        * * *

      

      “Child,” an unfamiliar voice whispered. It seemed far away. “You shall be like the candle, like the flame, because of you, this world will be raging, and this evil will be brought to terms, judged, and destroyed...”
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            HISTORY

          

        

      

    

    
      I lived in the Four Worlds, down south in a large landmass called the South World. It was divided into east and west by the Jaded Sea. I used to live in the land of Truemonix with my parents until that dreadful night, which scarred me for life and caused me to wonder about the reasoning behind incomprehensible brutality. Born in 900, a time of fear and oppression, I grew up during the terrible reign of Magdela the Monrage. The years seemed as if they would stretch infinitely onward. The dark power was strong. Their fortresses were invincible, and their allies great and terrible. There were two sides to this conflict: the White Steeds and the Black Steeds. To explain this story, one goes back to the beginning to time. There were always talking animals, four people groups, and strange “wild things” or creatures of the wood. Then there were those who choose their way: to rule and wreak havoc on anything that got in their way. There were also those who kept the peace, who looked out for others and made sure no one got trampled on. Those two concepts were taken to the extreme, and sides were chosen. It all started with the white horses and black horses. Since then all the animals, people groups, and creatures of the wood declared themselves as either Black Steeds or White Steeds.

      Magdela the Monrage was once a creature of the wood, a beautiful Green Person, who was confused by the White Steeds and Black Steeds and their goals. She could not understand who was ultimately right and where the decisions would lead. Then the Black Steeds took hold of her and led her down the death road. She not only became one of them, but she went far and above. She dove deep into the black evil, which consumes those who learned how to practice its arts. From there, she took over the entire South World and ruled through fear.  She determined that it was best to completely wipe out the population of White Steeds and all who might have the slightest desire to oppose her. She set up the terrible Three to make sure her rule was strictly enforced and to continue campaigns of massacre. Then, in 910, when I was ten years old, Magdela the Monrage was brought to trial for her double-dealing and treachery. The Black Steeds, her own subjects, sentenced her to a witless life out in the wild and devouring woods of the Eastern World. Without her, the Black Steeds should have fallen, but the Three kept fear alive. They viciously suppressed the White Steeds until, little by little, the White Steeds separated from each other and hid, not only from the Black Steeds, but from one another, until they were few and far between. If one went wandering far and wide, to meet a White Steed would be a rare honor.

      My father and mother were White Steeds. We lived in hiding on the edge of Truemonix, close to the mysterious forest of Shimla, the place where Magdela the Monrage had emerged and the home of all the creatures of the wood. It was a wild place, a lost place. No one knew its secrets. To enter was to encourage certain death: wandering and starvation in the woods. For no “wild thing” could be found lest they wished it. I suppose my parents thought if we lived a day’s walk away from Shimla and closer to a small town in Truemonix, we would be safe from raids. But in 905, even before Magdela the Monrage was gone and before the rule of the Black Steeds was tightened, my parents met their end, and I lost every shred of hope and courage. One night defined my life, defined my world and the world of those around me. I lived in a world of fear, and the wild hope for One to rise up and save us all.
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      Dreams are vague, yet sometimes they overlap into reality until one wakes. I always thought I could wake up, and often I wished I would, to the familiar scent of my mother and the deep voice of my father rumbling on. With the lady, everything was foreign, from her accented voice and the rations of food she pressed into my mouth to the warm, green surroundings that smelled moist and heavy. Surprisingly, I did not cry or struggle; fear should have been the ultimatum, but I only looked at her through my large, round eyes.  I did not trust her. How could I know what this gentle giant wanted as she ran on with me? It may have been an instinct. I did not think she meant to harm me, but then again, how could I be sure? How could I know what she would do with me, especially in this war-torn world? How could I know?
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        * * *

      

      Shifting colors of the forest blurred through my eyesight, I did not care, and I did not wonder. Most of that short journey was lost in my grief. I recalled, days later, the boundaries of the forest left far behind. We reached a place that appeared more permanent, and finally, the lady set me down.

      At first, it was strange to feel the long blades of grass and smaller clumps of dirt and rock under my bare feet. I continued to clutch the quilt. My hair was stringy and in my face. My cheeks were tear-stained and most likely smeared with dirt. Outwardly I moved, yet inwardly my thoughts were still frozen in unspeakable grief. Then, I did not have realized the full weight of what I had lost. My mind took it in while my physical form stood under the enormous leaves that filtered sunlight. A bed of furry moss was a few feet away, desperately trying to cover the mud lying in a creek bed. The creek was higher than normal for that time; it kept lapping at the moss before continuing its slow progress eastward.

      “Child,” called the lady. “Come wash.” I turned to examine her. For the few moments I observed the forest, she had also stood, but intent and alert before she relaxed. I did not think about it at that time, yet I assumed giants would know more than me. Maybe she wasn't a giant, but for me, six-and-a-half feet seemed as tall as a tree. Now I had my chance to scrutinize her. Her ears were abnormally large; her eyes were a pale color, taking on the shade of the world. Her long, wavy hair appeared colorless except it took on a hint of sunlight at all times, setting a glow on her pale green skin. She seemed more at home outside in the forest, and her coloring did not hurt my eyes as much. She held out a long, slender hand to me. I walked a few steps towards her, but I was slightly confused. She had to unwrap the quilt from around me and pry it out of my tightly clasped hands. She gently lifted me out of my dress and scrubbed me clean in the cold water of the creek. Finally, she wrapped me in the quilt again and sank onto the ground, where she held me in her lap and untangled my long, wet hair. “Child, what is your name?” she asked, gently massaging my head.

      I shook my head. It wasn't that I did not want her to know; I just could not produce sound. It seemed too tiresome to open my mouth and let sound escape. “You may call me ‘Lady.’ Do not fear child; I am here to protect you.” Protection, whatever that was, I only wanted my parents and the snug, one-room house. I fell asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once again it was dark when I opened my eyes, and I could see lights. They seemed to float with no worries of falling or extinguishing. I was still in the arms of the lady. She was stroking my back, and the smooth, fluid motions almost made me want to drift to sleep again. I closed my eyes, but not before I could tell there were more giants about: some were sitting, some were standing, maybe some were holding lights, and maybe there was a whole tribe of them in the trees. They seemed like trees: all pale and tall with breezy hair.

      “This is the child,” the lady said, almost as if she had to present a case and almost as if she were asking for protection and not rejection. “They found her family and destroyed them. She, hidden and alone, was the one who remained...”

      “What you are asking is impossible,” a male interrupted. His voice would have sounded harsh if it had not been beautiful and sounded more upset than angry. “You know we cannot let mortals in. The world of immortals must continue this way, as it has been for years. With this request, small as it is, you could bring about the ruin of all that we have worked for: this secrecy and safety...”

      “Which is why I am asking. It is exactly what is needed. Do you know the future of this child? Do you see the potential as I see it?”

      “I know what you speak of.” The voice was now a warning. “But do you realize what that means? It will be another fifty years of waiting. Time is running out; the Black Steeds are on the move, and in fifty years, there might not be any White Steeds. There will be no hope at all. Do not ask this of us. It will cost more than you know. They find mortals much easier than us immortals, you know this.” Now the voice was pleading.

      “You would throw out all hope.” the lady said, “You refuse to risk your life.  By this small act, we risk ours, yet eventually, we shall gain so much more. Do you not realize...”

      “No!” the other voice suddenly barked. “No, us creatures of the wood are not meant to take over for the mortals and fight their battles for them. We can offer safety and protection for a time, but not like this.”

      “Have you forgotten who sprang from our midst?” the lady suddenly demanded violently. “Have you forgotten the pain and suffering endured for that? Now tell me how you can stand there and say we do not take up for the mortals, not in their battles, when clearly this is about all of us, mortals and immortals, for once. If we cannot offer help to the one who might save us all, what good are we for this world? What use is there for us? If our task is finished and if our people are protected, build the ships and let us sail away! There is no use if our people are already protected. But what if, by this small chance, we can help to save the world, our world? We are as much a part of it as any mortal.”

      And then one of them was right beside us. His hands were on the lady, and his face was next to her ear. I could not see him, or the intense passion in his eyes, but I heard the intensity of his whisper in her ear: “No, Luthín, not this way, please. Do not risk banishment, please.” The lady turned rapidly towards him; I did not see the look of pure devotion that passed between them. I did not know what was going on, though I felt her sigh as if she were giving up.

      “Tilyon, don't you see? This is so much bigger than us.” The way she spoke to him was the way my parents had spoken to each other. There was a deep bond between the two of them. Then, it seemed as if music started playing. It simply rose from the ground and flowed, except it wasn't music. The giants, or whoever they were, started talking in another language, a rhythmic language where one syllable flowed into the next, almost as if carrying a melody. Their voices rose to a higher pitch; there were no deep strains to wreck the gentle tones. As beautiful as the solemn language was, it held a sort of dread, for the masters of it were delivering forth a judgment. At that time, I did not know it pertained to me. I did not know they were weighing the case of whether they would welcome me into their company of wildness and forest-dwelling or cast me out into the wilderness of the world, ruled and held in sway by the desires of the Black Steeds. Either way, my life would be wild and unnatural with the creatures of the wood responsible for my fate.

      When the long debate ended, the lady who held me suddenly sprang up. She may have been shaking with anger, but I rolled gently onto the grass when she deposited me on the ground. “Why?” she demanded. “Why is your decision so cautious? Can you not see with the way this world is? We have to join with the mortals. If they learn our language, so be it. If they learn the secrets of our hidden ways, so be it. If they join in our dances, so be it. The world is drastically changing, and your decrees will hold us back and keep us from taking the actions we need to save the world.”

      “Remember, we are not in charge,” that same male voice warned. “Remember who sprang from our midst.”

      I opened my eyes once more and saw them: all tall and slender with grim, pale faces. One by one, they took their lights, turned away, and, like phantoms from the underworld, drifted away into their secret places in the wood. I turned my small head to look for the lady, and she stood far above me with the one called Tilyon. There were tears streaming down her face as she melted into his arms, “I can't make them see. They refuse to understand.” Her voice was a whisper, almost lost in the heavy silence.

      “Luthín, you know it is because of fear that nothing is safe and nothing is sure in this world. We are immortal, but we are not all powerful. We do not see all of the future, only parts, and we cannot know for sure where they fit.”

      “Tilyon...” She buried her face in his shoulder, and as he stroked her back, I saw that maybe the fearsome, strong, and immortal creatures of the wood might have a weakness.

      Suddenly there was the snap of a tree branch breaking; this was done purposefully to alert the lady and her pale male. They turned, and my eyes turned for me. A male of their kind stood there. When he opened his mouth, I knew him to be the one in charge of the council. “Her people live in the White Steeds' fortress in Sanga San, close to Oceantic. Take her there.” Then he was gone, melting away into the darkness.

      The lady, still held by her male, looked down at me and then she looked at him. “I know,” was all he said.

      He released her and an unreadable look passed over his face. The lady swept me into her arms and faced the male once again. “I am sorry.”

      “I am with you. Come.” He held out his hand and pointed into the forest. We set off in that direction.
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            SMALL BEGINNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood and watched the torrents of water thunder down into the valley; mirrors of colored light flicked off the surface of the waterfall. I loved to stand calmly on a brown ledge nearby, letting the spray wash over me while I observed the fluid movement of water. I was ten years old; I did not know I was living a strange childhood. No child was brought up in the wild, out among the creatures of the wood, as secluded as my guardians thought I was. I did not think anything of it. How could I?  I was young and inexperienced in the norms of the world.

      Five years ago, when they had the chance, my guardians had chosen not to take me on a long journey east to the fortress of the White Steeds, where people of my kind lived. They choose not to take me to the land of the mortals, where I would be reared among travelers and warriors and those faithful to the protection and upbringing of the White Steeds. It also was risky for those who did not know the general area where the White Steeds' fortress lay; it was too much of a gamble for my guardians. They did not want to risk my life because the Black Steeds might raid the fortress at any time.

      Instead, forsaking the laws that bound them and the rules laid out by the ruler of the Green People, my guardians bore me southwest to the land of Shimla, close to the Land of Lock, also called Locherenixzes, and near the Jaded Sea. There they brought me up in a hidden world, not unknown to all creatures of the wood, but simply too far away to connect with the “wild things” and join in their nightly rituals. There they raised me on a small mountain, surrounded by the protecting forest and delightful scenery with many mysterious ways unknown to most. We lived in a cave; its opening was concealed by greenery, undergrowth, and other such shrubs. I was a child of the air and of the outside world, where finally my grief thawed, although its hold on me never quite went away.

      As much as I was theirs, it seemed I rarely saw my guardians. I could never bring myself to call them by their wild names, Luthín and Tilyon; those were their secret names for each other it seemed, calling them by name would break a tryst. They called me Myran because when I was six years old, my heart began to thaw and I looked at them and said one word, “Myran,” while pointing to myself.

      They understood more than one would think, for although they left me alone with the talking animals and other creatures of the wood, they were always somewhere, watching out for me, whether I saw them or not. Frequently one or the other would leave on a lengthy excursion and come back rather uplifted. Yet to me, they always seemed sorrowful for what they had to give up. I never heard them speak their musical language, sing, or dance, yet they belonged to the woods, and the tales my mother told me of their joyous rites and their arrogance against outsiders stuck in my head. They were good to me though; I suppose they raised me as they would have raised any of their own wild, young ones, even though they never had their own. Maybe their intense love for each other was enough. Sometimes, with one look, they seemed to swallow all that was in the other’s mind. At times like those, I was reminded of my parents. The older I grew, the fainter those memories became, but the grief and fear never went away.

      Out in the land of sunshine, with sparkling water spraying my face and hair, I was young and vibrant and quite myself. I almost could have been a “wild thing.” Sunlight bleached my hair, and my skin was darkened by it. I had grown taller, almost to my allotment of five feet, three inches. I wore a dress of forest green, which I was constantly outgrowing, but the lady always made sure I was well dressed and comfortable. She combed out my hair and braided it for me. She sent me, well-fed and barefoot, out into the sunshine to grow and learn from it.

      Alienated as I was from the normal world, I had my share of friends, for the creatures of the wood were abundant. It was likely the animals of the wood spread news of my guardians and their decision to the ruler of the Green People. We were far away enough not to concern ourselves with him and what he thought. Maybe my guardians had contact with him, but such elder things I did not concern myself with.

      I hummed softly to the sounds of the forest, the creatures were busy yet warm in the sunlight and happy. Absentmindedly, I picked up a pebble and dropped it over the edge. I watched it fall and then shoot into the waterfall, joining the waves of water, off on a new journey. I wondered where it had come from, where it was going now, and where it would end up in its new phase of life.

      “You know,” squeaked a voice behind me, “pebbles don't have lives, no more than rocks.”

      “But the trees have spirits and so do the grasses, if only they would wake up,” I replied, without even turning around.

      “Or so you've been told,” the voice went on, “and you believe all this?”

      I laughed, “You talk, and so do I. Here we can believe what we want.”

      My friend, the chipmunk, scuttled up on the ledge beside me. He was almost as large as a squirrel with two, long stripes going down his back. I had met Mok a while back when I was still learning to let go of the lady and step out on my own. He had encouraged me, and because his name was long and difficult to pronounce, I called him Mok. Although I was older, I still held on to that short, childish name. It had a safe and familiar air to it, and Mok did not mind at all. “You can not always believe what you want,” Mok told me as I settled down on the damp ledge and he stood on his two back paws beside me. “Mostly you have to believe what is true.”

      “Oh, but I do,” I contradicted, always slightly annoyed when Mok's wise side came out. “But we are out in the wild, and as you always tell me, anything is possible.”

      “Anything?” Mok tried to lighten the subject. “Tell me then, o young one, will you dive into the waterfall, find your pebble, and follow it through the course of the waves and currents, or will you wait for it to return to you so you may skip it over creek beds?”

      I loved to dream; Mok had passed me the right bait. I spread my arms wide. “Yes, I will sprout wings and fly down to the depths, where I will grow fins and a tail and swim the glorious sea!”

      A gentle wind swept by me as if hushing my words, while the waterfall continued to drown out sound. “You like tales of old; I suppose you could repeat back to me the story of the Five Warriors by now,” Mok remarked.

      I smiled at this. It was true, my love for stories continued to grow; my mother saw the need to fill my mind with the grave histories of old times and what went on in other worlds. Those were dark times, and I loved to hear of them, of the sorrow and bleakness, and how Five Warriors rose up to save the people of the Western World from being destroyed and demoralized from the rule of Sarhorr. Stories such as those reminded me of a rainy day. The clouds grew heavy and dark, the rain poured down in an endless torment, and the wind blew fit to rip the treetops. Then it grew calm, and the silver rays of the sun began to show, at first muted through the dispatching clouds. It got brighter until one could see blue skies and know the storm was over and sunshine was there to stay once again. Such stories always gave hope, for they were not simply fabled tales surrounded by false hope, but the stories actually happened, and they sprouted truth, evident even among the creatures of the wood. It was told in the beginning that all Green People lived in the Western World. Because of the darkness swiftly taking over, they all sailed to the South World. Although I had heard of their special powers and renowned wisdom, I did not realize the importance of my guardians nor what they had given up for me. “Yes, I know that tale." I nodded. "Mok, tell me another one.”

      He barked shortly, something was bothering him, but he tried not to let on. “I do not know any new ones you would like. Maybe you are a story; maybe we are all just a story, and these events will make all the difference.”

      “What events?” I asked, picking up another pebble to send it on a long journey; its journey might end better than the last pebble.

      “You should run in the woods while you can, Myran. I do not know what will happen, but I must be off.” And just like that, he was gone.

      I did not think much of it; Mok was always coming and going at odd times. I did not even let my thoughts drift to what his words should mean if he were trying to give me a warning. I stood, the warm spring, almost summer, sunshine was heating up the ledge. As cool as the water was, I suddenly wanted to be away from the reflecting mirrors and under the chill shade of the far-reaching tree boughs. I scrambled up the little incline away from the thunder of the falls, the only thunder that did not scare me. Thunder sharply reminded me of loss and fear, the flame and me all alone in a place of murder, but thunder I could see, beautifully cascading to lower levels, was peaceful. Still, I did not like storms.

      “Myyyrrraan,” a small voice droned, drawing out the vowels in my name.

      Instantly I grew excited; this was another old friend I loved to see. I turned on the grassy slope, trying to catch sight of the tiny creature. Bright wings whirled past my face, and then I felt the light body on my shoulder. “Whryling, where are you?” I called softly, and then she appeared in front of my face.

      “Myran.” She laughed. “Come, I have treasure, hidden away in the forest, to show you. Come!”

      Whryling was a Shimidrain, one of those mysterious “wild things,” except that she was different, younger, and unwise. We were the same age, and she had not an inkling of what it was like to live with the creatures of the wood and be a secretive immortal. For one, she told me her name, which any other creature of the wood would never do. Then she lived by daylight and slept by night, which only the Green People did. Most of the "wild things," also called Idrains, were nocturnal and lived in the middle of Shimla, where they met for their glorious midnight rites. Whryling was far from all of them; she was clueless, and so was I. Parentless as we both were, and growing up peculiarly in a dangerous world, it was almost normal for us to drift together. I still was a Cron with my long hair, short frame, and knowledge of the common tongue. She was a Shimidrain; she was shaped like an abnormal butterfly with the body of a lady and brilliant wings. I had no adventurous spirit, unlike most Crons, I clung to safety and what I knew. Whryling, unlike most Idrains, did not understand the musical language or that she was supposed to spend her life singing and dancing in the dark with countless others. With these abnormalities, we made the perfect pair.

      “Treasure, what kind of treasure?” I asked.

      Whryling just giggled and fluttered off ahead of me; I laughed too and ran after her, away from the open meadow and the crashing waterfall. We raced off without a care to the cooler shades of the forest, where the mushrooms poked up among thick, green moss and green leaves floated down to cushion my bare feet. It was much quieter in the woods. Smaller animals lived there and occasionally rustled the underbrush. If we did not think about it, it was almost as if we were alone in our private world. No one bothered us; no one set down laws or curbed our wild antics. We weren't quite wild because although Whryling knew nothing about life and the fear, I did, and, to an extent, that held back everything we did. I was not adventurous, but I loved to see and hear. “Here,” Whryling called. She was up in a tree, dancing on a branch I could not reach and laughing at me. I craned to see her.

      “I want to see,” I shouted up to her. “Bring down the treasures!”

      She laughed and flitted away. A few minutes later, a large, spotted mushroom hit me on the head. It was as big as Whryling, but she had no problem throwing it down for me to see the unique designs on it. A few seconds later, I was picking up a stone—smooth, light and more white than gray. She dropped a piece of cloth; it was ripped with strings hanging off of it, and it was black. Suddenly, young as I was, I did not think much of Whryling's treasures.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The rest of the day we spent in the forest, hiding from the sunrays and following tree roots and strange paths we made up. I had stuffed the treasures into a hollow tree truck; Whryling was too scatterbrained to care, and we enjoyed ourselves. In the back of my mind though, I could not forget the piece of black cloth or what that might mean.

      When the shadows grew long and we had lost ourselves too thoroughly to find our way back, Whryling, suddenly exhausted, flopped down in a grassy hollow, wrapped in leaves. Just at the right moment, Luthín stepped out of the woods and came toward me with her hands outstretched. It seemed as if no matter what I did or where I went on top of our mountain, whenever it grew dark and my playmates left me, Luthín would appear. Maybe she followed all day long, unseen, always watching, or maybe she simply knew. “Come, Myran, it's time to go home,” she said, every time. This time, she said the same thing; she looked calm as always, shimmering in her pale colors. I walked into her arms, and she lifted me up to carry me home. I felt her heart beating quickly, and then faster than usual, she rushed me back to safety.
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            GOODBYE

          

        

      

    

    
      “News! News!” A voice rang out like a bell, alarming the world. I heard the sound of thunder. It wasn't my waterfall. Immediately, I felt my body go rigid. “Where are you? Where are you? Good news!”

      Even the words could not quell my fear; I dropped the pocket of vegetables I was chewing on for the first meal. Through round eyes, I saw Luthín rise and Tilyon stand at the entrance of the cave. Sunlight streamed in, lighting up every dark corner, and I waited for her to sweep me up and hide me while death and devastation destroyed them. I felt the numbness in my mind taking over. I did not realize the voice was calling for a joyous occasion; my flashbacks were too vivid. And then she was beside me, taking me in her arms and whispering in my ear, “It's all right; it's okay. Come back, Myran. It's only a friend coming with good news. It's all right; it's okay, Myran. Myran...”

      Slowly the dark vision receded, and I hiccupped. Only then I realized that I had been holding my breath. I looked into her eyes; she was sure of her words. Her clearish eyes took on the color of sunlight and warmed me, letting me know this time it was all right and that the thunder was not going to claim her.

      “Come, sit with me. I won't let anyone harm you.” She gently pulled me closer, keeping her arms around me.

      “It's not me I'm worried about,” I whispered, “It's you.”

      She looked thoughtful for a moment and then glanced up at Tilyon, who was just about to creep from our cave out into the world, “Who is it?” she called before he could quite get away.

      “Just as we thought,” he replied, “and so it begins.”  Then he was gone.

      I looked at her, the grand lady, with a question in my eyes. She sighed softly. “You are wise for your ten years. Sooner or later you will understand, and I shall tell you more. For now, they have come to let us know. You can stay and listen or disappear to your daily wanderings.”

      I stared at the table in front of me, torn between leaving the safety of the lady or being faced with new acquaintances. I'd grown comfortable with the exclusive surroundings and the loneliness of seeing Luthín, Tilyon, and Mok. Sometimes Whryling would come along or other smaller creatures of the wood. I did not know how I felt about seeing beings other than talking animals.

      Before I could decide, the bushes parted and in walked a wonderfully large, white horse that took in its surroundings with intelligent eyes. A male followed behind it. He was small and slender, even for his five-foot frame. Forest leaves clothed his limber body and his longish hair was the color of night. His eyes looked serious in his gaunt face, but the lines of his mouth spilled joy; as soon as he saw Luthín and me, his face lit up. Tilyon came in last of all, as if closing the door behind them. He looked directly at Luthín and held her gaze, even though I saw her betray no emotion.

      “Hail, Lady Luthín and Lord Tilyon!” The male bowed, very slightly, almost as if he were approaching those above him who had been reduced by punishment below him. “I am...” He paused on his name and glanced uncertainly at me. “Leiflo the Jesnidrain. I bring messages from others of our kind and news of the world, good news,” he added with a proud light on his face. “Along with Longstride the White Steed.” The beautiful white horse nodded. “We are witnesses to the impending changes."

      “News, changes, and messages,” Tilyon turned the words over thoughtfully. “Welcome then. Come, sit. You must have been traveling fast and long.” He brought Longstride a basin of water and Leiflo the Jesnidrain a taller glass of clear liquid. Longstride continued to stand off to the side while Leiflo and Tilyon joined Luthín and me at the table.

      For a few moments, there was the sound of Longstride lapping water, and then Leiflo twirled his cup, took a sip, and sat it down without a sound. “We heard yesterday,” he said, “the good news; the reign is at an end. Have you heard yet?” He did not wait for an answer but plunged on. “We were commissioned to ride out to tell you. We went as fast as we could. I dare say, we covered many miles, but it is urgent.”

      “Surely you will stay here after traveling for twenty-four hours,” Tilyon remarked. It was not quite an invitation, nor did he mean for them to refuse; it was merely a known fact. These visitors from the north would stay for a while before beginning another frantic dash back to whence they came.

      “Ci, but Tremlore will want an answer. We might return this evening or in the early hours of the dawn.” Leiflo nodded, beginning with a word in the musical tongue.

      “That language is not spoken here,” Tilyon warned with a slight glance at me.

      Leiflo had the decency to look slightly confused.

      “Come,” Luthín interrupted what would have become an awkward moment. “I want to hear more. We have heard slight rumors. We are aware of what goes on. Do not spare us the details.”

      Leiflo looked at me, as if he were unsure of what I was allowed or supposed to hear. Then he threw all caution to the wind. “Magdela the Monrage is gone; her rule is over.” Once again, the joy lit up his entire face.

      I gave a start at the news. This was the reason our world was endangered. It was because of this horrible person, Magdela the Monrage, that the South World was a broken-up, war-torn world. Even at my young age, I knew this. I thought I knew what it meant for her to be dead and gone, yet the composed and calm looks on my guardians' faces surprised me. Even Longstride went on licking up water as if it did not matter.

      Leiflo continued, “The Black Steeds held a trial for her up in Daygone.” He shuddered. “There they confirmed her double-dealing with the Black Steeds and White Steeds and tortured her through fire and water. They disfigured her from the beauty of a Green Person to a dark and stunted Monrage. They took her wits and drowned them, along with her powers, and sentenced her to live in the wild and perilous forest of the Eastern World. There she lives now...”

      “When?” Luthín leaned forward, her expression tense, her face pale. “When did this all happen?”

      Longstride took over at this point. “It's been at least a week since these events took place. We are spreading the word as fast as we can.”

      “This does not mean it is the end, we have to be careful about coming out and rejoicing too soon,” Tilyon warned. “After all, ‘Song’ has not come true yet, and there seems to be no hint of it.”

      “There is a thought...” Luthín began but trailed off.

      I wanted to know what she would say, but it was too late to ask. Leiflo was speaking again. “But don't you see? Her rule is at an end.” He waved away what the effects of “Song” might bring. “Surely if the strongest leader is gone, they cannot keep up the pretense of ruling the South World!”

      “There is cause to worry, though, if these rulers are powerful enough to terminate the rule of their strongest leader, the one who started it all. They are strong enough to continue without her,” Tilyon objected.

      I felt the fear again and suddenly thought of the thundering and the horrible stillness afterward. I drew a shuddering breath, and instantly Luthín was there, rubbing my back. “What else? What other news do you bring?” she asked, steering them away from the dangerous conversation.

      Leiflo leaned in eagerly and looked from Tilyon to Luthín. “There is going to be a council. They will meet again, and Tremlore specifically asked me to request you to be there.”

      I could tell this meant something for my guardians; I could feel Luthín grow still. She and Tilyon were drifting towards each other inwardly, questions were popping up in their heads, dying to be asked and answered. “What does this mean?” Luthín's voice was almost begging.

      “I am not sure. He said nothing about lifting the self-induced banishment; he only requested your presence. You are wise and important; we have missed your input in planning our next course of action.”

      “We shall consider the request.” Tilyon tried to be calm, but I could see the rapt expressions on my guardians' faces and thoughts sprang into my mind.

      “When does the council meet?” asked Luthín.

      “The next full moon. You have time to think it over, decide, and travel.” He looked at me. His expression was not unwelcoming, but I stood and walked softly away, out to my usual wanderings.
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        * * *

      

      Five years might not be so much time to live in one place, but I was comfortable and free, kept safe by love and protection, or so I assumed. The cave, the mountain, the waterfall, and the forest were all symbols of protection and did not intend to leave. The strange Jesnidrain and the ideas he sprouted and suggested indicated change, an unwelcome variation. What really worried me was the part about the "self-induced banishment," and the fact that, should my guardians choose to return, I would be on my own. It came clearly to me what the first argument had been about five years ago. It was me, and if the Green People would allow me, a mortal, in their midst. Clearly, the answer had been “no,” and that was not apt to change. This is why I enjoyed my solitary existence; no one seemed to know much about me, and I wanted to keep it that way. I wanted to remain hidden and detached. Although the world appeared to be rising to a better situation with the demise of Magdela the Monrage, I could not be sure, and I did not care. I was already fed up with the world and what it had to offer: fear, death, and destruction.

      I went off to look for Mok; he would know what to say and think of all this. Before I knew it, I was running down the grassy hill towards the waterfall. Mok met me there every day or found me before I went dashing off into the woods. As I neared the falls and saw my familiar ledge, I found myself shouting, "Mok! Mok! I have news!" I echoed the Jesnidrain in my shout, although there was no joy in my voice.

      Mok was already on the ledge, carefully cracking an acorn and spitting the shell into the churning waters. His tail flickered to let me know he heard me. “So you finally appear. Come tell me what you have heard,” he said, starting to nibble away on the meaty insides of the acorn.

      “Magdela the Monrage is gone,” I started, sliding down the bank to collapse on the ledge. “And a horse and a strange person are at the cave. They are taking them away to a council.” My tongue had a difficult time around the unfamiliar word. “Or something. They are going to leave me, and there was something about strong leaders taking over the world!”

      In my excitement, I butchered the story, but Mok had more sense than to believe every word I said. “So you have heard,” he said and took a pause from eating his nut. “Yes, Magdela the Monrage is gone. I heard news of the coming of the White Steed and Jesnidrain; they dwell with the Green People. And I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that Luthín and Tilyon will never leave you. They may consider what has been requested of them, and you might journey with them, but they won't leave you to return to the life lived by the Iaen.”

      “How do you know?” I asked, already feeling greatly relieved.

      “We are White Steeds. We do not give up or forsake one another. Our duty is to look out for each other. We find out what is best and take that course. You are in the right hands.”

      I felt quite comforted, so much so that I stood up. “Can we go to the forest and collect acorns? I'm hungry.”

      Mok almost choked on his acorn at this abrupt change of subject. Immediately, he leaped above me and set off at a dead run across the grass towards the woods. I laughed at the blur he created, and at a slower pace, I set off in search of him. My worries about leaving my safe haven were dispatched.
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        * * *

      

      The strangers left after three days, three days of much talking and me hiding away in the woods with either Mok or Whryling. On the last day, Mok joined those in the cave and waved farewell as Longstride set out with Leiflo on his back. They were there one moment and then vanished into white. Luthín stood with a hand on my shoulder as we watched them leave that early morning before the muted sunrays had time to take shape.

      “How did Longstride climb up our mountain?” she asked.

      “The secret passages,” Tilyon replied.

      I saw their hands were locked tightly together. They seemed to be one person living in two bodies; they simply were in tune with each other to a magical degree. I wondered if I would ever meet one to share that tight of a bond with. A bond where love would mean more than the world being torn apart or a self-induced banishment. A bond where offspring did not matter, but the protection of a mortal was more important than obeying the narrow-minded wishes of a ruler. Their love was unreserved, with every gesture, every faint movement, and every intense look into each other's eyes I saw and yet I did not understand. I was not meant to because there is nothing like the Iaen (as Mok later told me was the correct term instead of “wild thing”) and the way they love. They take love literally, and death cannot even come between them.

      Soon after the departure of the strangers, I went out to play. Whryling seemed tiresome, with her lack of knowledge and foolish choices. Restless I drifted back to the cave, and peeping into the bushes, I saw Luthín, Tilyon, and Mok with their heads together, deep in a murmured conversation. I did not think anything of it, and I did not stay to eavesdrop. I simply went to wander down old trails in the forest and lose myself in the daydreams of the leaves and the soft whispers of the wind above me. I met other woodland friends: squirrels, other chipmunks, a few mice, and a lone possum. We went off and had ourselves a feast with what bounty we collected from the forest. I never missed eating meat. I was quite used to my meals of vegetables, nuts, roots, sometimes fruits, and other strange substances my guardians collected and fed me. Maybe I wasn't missing anything though.

      It took longer than usual for Luthín to find me. The sun was almost completely gone and I was starting to fall asleep listening to the mice prattle when she stepped out of the woods and extended a hand to me. "Come, Myran, it's time to go home." As I placed my hand in hers, she held on gently, as if she did not want to hurt me.
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        * * *

      

      “Mok!” I called, looking for my old friend. It was a few days later, and all had gone on as normal. It was almost easy to forget the strangers and the news they had foretold; all that was pushed aside like a bad dream. As usual, I ran down to the waterfall with a couple of unusually large nuts in hand as a present. “Mok!” I called again, “I have treasure for you!”

      When I arrived at the ledge, I saw his claw prints against the wet rock. So he had been there. I looked around for him; it was hard to shout over the roar of the falls. Suddenly I saw a flick of a poor excuse for a tail, and there was Mok. He jumped off the bank and landed beside me, sniffing to figure out what I held in my hands. “Myran,” he began, but I cut him off.

      “Look, nuts!” I exclaimed, quite proud of myself.

      “Keep them,” he said kindly. “Those shall be your treasures. Keep them to remember,” he sounded rushed and hurried.

      “To remember what?” I asked.

      He only looked at me with his small eyes perfectly round and black. He sat up and rubbed his paws together. “Remember…” he started, and then he changed tracks. “Myran, you are a small flame, from you will come fire.”

      And then he was gone, running around the waterfall, racing as if trying to become like the water. He was a blur before my eyes, and then he was gone, leaving only a trace of his last words. “Mok!” I called, not fully understanding.

      Then it came to me: maybe he was following the waterfall to find out where it would lead him. Either way, it was away from our peaceful world and me. I dropped the acorns and started running beside the waterfall. It was a headlong, downhill dash, and I did not think about at all, nor the trees or the branches lashing out at me, nor the bushes I stumbled over, nor the roots that sent me flying and crashing. Nothing stopped my impulsive movement; everything tried to hinder it. I was fighting a losing battle, one that I did not recognize. I did not know to sit down and think and cry until then the stars were piercing the thin night sky. I was alone in the world. Another one I loved was snatched away from me, voluntarily this time.

      When it became too late for anything else, I collapsed onto the receiving ground, sobbing, and when the river of my tears ceased and turned into a trickle, Tilyon appeared. This time, it was he who picked me up, and he who carried me back home.
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            FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      915 was the year I turned fifteen. I had another five years of a carefree life, characterized by songs and the woods. There were bigger things that happened that year, such as the impending war in the Eastern World, and tales of their battles and heroes that slowly drifted back to us over the course of the next five years. These stories were slight reminders there were greater, more important things going on in the world, larger than my life anyway.

      For a time after Mok left, the world seemed dark again. The year after that, Luthín had the creatures of the wood watch over me for two weeks. She and Tilyon traveled and when returned, they seemed more real, closer, and altogether wilder. Occasionally I heard them speaking the musical language. Late at night, they would leave the cave, and sometimes I heard them singing wild songs in the moonlight. As strange as they were, they also seemed closer to me. Luthín started to become my friend and did not leave me so much to my daily wanderings in the woods. So as my guardians' sorrow departed, so my melancholy and fear seemed a thing of the past. As the winter melted away and spring sprung forth into new life, I did a daring thing. I began to call my guardians by name, and tall, wild, wise, immortal Green People that they were, they did not rebuff me.

      I woke one spring morning on my soft bed of leaves and moss held together by twigs and branches, remade once a week or more often, or so I assumed. Maybe the plants grew and replenished themselves. Sometimes I thought I saw Luthín watering my bed, but maybe I imagined it. I stretched as I rose, and Luthín walked in as if she knew the exact moment I would rise. She carried a long forest green dress on one arm. “Aye, look, I think you are fully grown now. Here.” She handed me the dress.

      I held up her detailed handiwork for a minute. The gown was smooth like silk and rippled and flowed almost to my feet. Its long sleeves were loose, and it seemed to shine a million sheens of green. I put it on and felt how Luthín always looked young, wild, and beautiful. Luthín smiled and then quickly and deftly pulled two strands of hair back and braided them among the rest of my long, brown, loose hair. Then she spun me around. “This is how we always did it,” she hummed, “when I was young. I was only a child, and the Idrains called us, every single one of us. The call was not just the song in our hearts, begging to be released through song and dance. It was something deeper in the ground, pulling us all together night after night and pulling the universe into our song and dance. And when the sun rose, its brilliance marring our dance fires and slowing the pace of our feet, we sang away into our private worlds, where the celebration continued anon. It was always this way, and it always will be. We Green People only recently joined in this celebration when we migrated from the Western World in 762. It was long before I was born anyway, but we finally realized the joys of being joined with all the other Idrains and what being one with our kind meant.”

      She paused, lost in thought, and I settled down at the round table in the middle of the cave, lost in wonder. I tucked my feet under me as I sat on one of the four stools, and the first meal lay before me, untouched. Luthín seemed to float across the leaf-strewn floor, past the moss carpeting our cave, and settled across from me. “You are grown now. It is time you knew all. Ask, ponder, and listen.”

      “Did you leave because of me?” I asked, my voice, soft, gentle and smoothened by the airy breeze.

      I'd never realized how large Luthín's eyes were; they took in many thoughts and emotions. Maybe that's what Tilyon had found in her; only he was off again. He was always traveling now, and the joy when he came back to the cave was ten-fold.

      “Sometimes, the future whispers in our minds and warns us of harder times ahead, although we do not quite know exactly how it will be played out. We both knew our time would come. Then, those ten years ago, I felt the call, and I ran. Somehow, I knew you were waiting, and I feared I would be too late. I could feel the horror in your heart crying out, whether you knew it or not, and I knew I was supposed to protect you. You have great potential, but you do not know it yet, do you? Back then, the ruler, Tremlore, told us we could not bring a mortal into our midst. He felt the Black Steeds would track down a mortal much faster than us immortal beings. He told us...” Her eyes took on a lost look. “We must take you to the fortress, where the White Steeds live, and they would take you in and raise you. If we did not listen to his ruling, we would have to leave and never return, never sing and dance with our kind again, or speak their language. We were to cease to be what we are. We were to go far away, cross the Jaded Sea, and on to the west. We did not think he would relent, but we disobeyed anyway. We are still in Shimla, less than a week's walk from our home, and we brought you to one of the sacred places of the Idrains, a place of safety and protection. This was the most we could do.”

      “You did not have to do this for me,” I said, catching a glimpse of what they had done for me. “Would I have not been as safe at the fortress of the White Steeds?”

      “No, the White Steeds do not have a sacredness around them, an immortal fear and history behind them, guiding those away from them. Everyone knows where the fortress is. With a little hard searching, one can find it. Although it is fiercely guarded, you would not have been as free there. I fear you may have been oppressed as you grew up. Out there in the land of the White Steeds and Black Steeds, the outside world, the people groups come and go; they exchange names thoughtlessly and drop them like leaves of the forest. They forget that the simplest can be important; they think themselves wise without hints of the future and impending dangers. We realize their shortcomings; this is why they need us. They have the strength to fight; this is why we need them. Maybe the mixing of mortals and immortals is not so bad. But we are waiting for another generation, one after my time and yours, to rise up, and you will play a pivotal part in this, I think. Which is why I did not want to lose sight of you or turn over your care to other Crons.”

      I listened to her words and began to understand. I did not see what part I would play. I wanted all to stay as it was in my haven of peace. Luthín's words suggested otherwise. “And what of the reign of Magdela the Monrage? It has been long over. What came of that?”

      I remembered the year Mok had left and the long conversations Luthín and Tilyon held. Sometimes strangers would join them, and then Tilyon would set off on random adventures, although I believed them to have some purpose.

      “Ah.” Luthín paused and gave a barely audible sigh. “Some assumed with her gone, the world would be okay, and it was time to come out and rejoice, but they started too soon. Magdela the Monrage merely built a strong foundation for the Black Steeds, and they are quickly building upon it. The Dark Three took over her rule and delegated out duties to those under them. For a few months, it seemed as if the White Steeds were gaining: hiding ceased and celebrations were held openly. Then, the Black Steeds rose up, stronger than before, and continued with their massacres and torture, and many White Steeds were lost because of improper knowledge. If possible, the world is worse than before, and we all stand, holding our breaths and waiting for ‘Song’ to come true.” Then she went on, repeating the words, which seemed familiar; they were words that had been circling for over a hundred years. Years later, I would realize what those words meant to me, and even later, I would hope for them to be true:

      

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

      Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

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

      Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

      Conqueror of Evil.

      He will come when he is young.

      He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

      He will dissolve the Green Stone.

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

      They will come out and rejoice.

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

      - “Song” - as told by

      Paleidir, Lady of the Green People,

      Daughter of King Islider, King of the Green People,

      Wife of Legone the Swift.

      

      “They celebrated too soon,” I whispered. “But has she been killed?” I asked next.

      “We hear no word,” she said, and then she grew silent.

      I repeated the song in my head and then announced, “But the Lady of the Green, Paleidir, she married a mortal; she married one of the Five Warriors! Why then would the Idrains be against mortals?”

      Luthín shook her head, and I thought I saw a fear behind her eyes. “It is the idea of taking them into our midst, but, no, we are not against them, not anymore at least. You see, that was a long time ago, when the Green People first came here. He followed as he knew would be his next adventure. Tiders are a special people group; they have more reverence for us wild people. He was the only one who entered the secret boundaries and became one with the Iaen.  And he was a hero. Then, less than forty years later, Magdela the Monrage arose, and some felt it was due to the influence of a mortal. The fear came upon them, so they shunned the world. Now things are starting to change. When she was sentenced, Tremlore felt Tilyon and I had been right in a way. He wanted us to return, at least for the council, but we sent Mok in our stead...”

      “Is that why he left?” I interrupted, the old hurt eking out again.

      Luthín placed her hand on the table, “Yes,” she murmured, “he went. He heard and sent us a message, and then he strayed too far. The arrows of the Black Steeds found him. I am sorry.”

      I felt angry questions pile up, yet the answers were all before me; it wasn't their fault. I nodded briefly, feeling my hatred for the world and fear of what it could do rising again. “What has been going on since then?” I asked. As afraid as I was to know and have the world outside penetrate my comfort zone, I wanted to know for myself all that went on. I wanted to be aware so I would know where to go for protection and prevention.

      “In the world? Like I told you, things grow worse.”

      “But surely you are not still banished?”

      “No.” Luthín shook her head. “After the council Mok went to, we received word we can return at any time, but the same restrictions for mortals are in place. They are allowed to visit our Green Havens, but never the inner, secret paths of the Iaen and never participate in our councils or midnight dances. We did not return until the next year though, and then we joined the rituals of our kind before returning. Tilyon often leaves to find news, to meet with other Idrains, and to go back to our world. It is hard to live so far away; we often hear the call, and it's hard not to return. Then again, we have been gone so long, it’s hard to return...”  She trailed off.

      I heard her words: they spoke of past, they spoke of the present, and they spoke of the future. I realized all would not continue as I wanted it to; things would be different. “What happens next?” I asked. “There has to be a reason for all this, for you to change your life because of me, and for Tilyon to always be off. I see the love between you two, and I wonder...”

      A light shone in Luthín's eyes at the mention of his name. “There are larger powers at work. I do not know all that will happen, but I know you must meet your people some time, somehow.”

      “Will you, take me to the fortress?” I asked tentatively.

      “Do you want to go?”

      “No, I want to stay here forever, in this calm place where no evil can reach,” I replied.

      If Luthín found my wish irrational, she did not show it. She only stood. “Come, we will go walk in the forest.”

      I hastily finished my meal, and we left the comfort of the cave and went out to the colorful forest, now blossoming and opening up to the spring weather. “And of love,” she said, once we were under the boughs of the woodlands. “Another word you mentioned would you like to know?”

      “It seems something I will never understand.” Faint memories of my parents sprang up—they were less fearful now—and then dropped away with a bittersweet tang.

      “It is like the spring and the new buds.” She pointed to a tree, completely white with new life, and another, it's soft pink buds just starting to open, but not full yet. She pointed to the flowers, crocuses, and iris springing out of the dark brown mud and sprouting long green blades and purple, pink, red, and blue flowers at the tips. “It's like everything you've ever imagined: all your dreams and wildest wishes mixed together and burst into a volcano of feeling. At first, it's new and uncontrollable, and then you learn how to control some of it, but most of the feeling is free and unpredictable, and it renews itself. Distance is like tasting the first pang of it, and reunion is even more powerful. Your hearts move as one, and you can feel it, ripping with sorrow, healing with joy, and beating together with anticipation.”

      She was already gone, in her wilder world it seemed, with him filling her mind and her heart; all her thoughts were bent on his return. I watched her for a moment and then turned my face away, “I could never hope to love like that. Do mortals love like immortals?” It was more of a thought than a question.

      “I think, if one did not know, they would mistake you for one of us.”

      And that was the greatest compliment.
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        * * *

      

      Tilyon did return one evening when I was out watching the sky darken and the nocturnal creatures come out, drifting through the lights of the night. I saw the fireflies dancing away, and the stars far above twinkling. The moon was no more than a sliver in the sky, hiding its full face from the dark place that was the South World.

      No more did Luthín come to guide my way home. I was grown up now, and it only added to my freedom. I could sit outside and think with the shadowed cloak of night falling around me. Even though the birds were quiet, the night seemed more musical anyway. The crickets were chirping. The rhythm of the trees and the more tranquil animals going about their business had a familiar hum to it. I felt calm sitting out there in the peace and quiet, and then, vague as the shadows were, I saw Tilyon as he crept down to the foot of the cave. He made no sound, nor did he enter, he just called, "Luthín," in his musical voice. "Tilyon!" was the reply, and I could not see the evident joy on their faces. I could not sense it vibrating around them, but I knew it was there.

      In the dark light, they shimmered as they came together. Their arms were outstretched before they were wrapped about each other tightly. A soft breeze blew, pulling back their longish, light hair. I saw their lips meet, and then they seemed to melt into each other. I felt as if I were intruding, and so I climbed a tree to be closer to nature.
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            THE VAST UNKNOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      A Cron I may be, but I am not one obsessed with adventures and determined to find the mysteries of the forest and the ways of the Iaen. Yet I loved old tales and the sense of being alive, out in the woods, on my own. This lack of adventure did not prevent me from having curiosity. My mind was filled with thoughts of my people. What were they like? Where did they live? What were their habits like? What were the foolishness and impulsiveness the Iaen spoke of? What made them different from me and my life? What linked us together as one kind, one people known as the mortals?

      I wondered if they lived in large castles that were old with stones falling away and ivy growing up their edges. This dream was quickly replaced with the small, one-room hut where I spent the first five years of my life. I wondered how they interacted with one another and if they argued as vigorously as the Iaens seemed to. I was curious up to the point where I felt slightly confused. And then, as thoughts of the indefinite future came, and they came often, I climbed a tree and listened to the world of the forest and the woodland friends, who were busy with their daily lives. Maybe they did not worry about the future, and neither need I.

      I climbed higher and higher, away from the world and closer to freedom, closer to the universe where the stars did not trouble themselves with a hundred-year-old feud between the White Steeds and the Black Steeds. I watched the clouds contrast with the darker sky and the birds flying overhead and the slender tree branches that made it impossible for me to go any higher. There I stayed. More often, I would disappear into the forest and climb into the sky, away from thoughts and words Luthín and Tilyon turned over and over, their counsels, and their plans. All they told me was dark and unsure and spelled out dread and more terror and devastation.

      Up among the clouds, I could dream of sunny days always and lands where storms never came and those closest to me were never taken away. Then I heard a song, straying with the breeze, captivating my ears. I could hear jewels clinking together in the wind and chimes singing and harps playing. I jumped, and far below me, I saw a stream of silver and wings and the rhythm as they fluttered together. As the troupe passed by, I almost fell out of my tree watching them and wondering. Suddenly, I heard the singing voices become louder, and I saw a cloud of gold pass by, shimmering and twinkling, outshining the silver and out singing them. The creatures did not have wings, yet they floated as they ran on air, swiftly they passed, and I only caught a glimpse. Their song affected me most; I felt everything strip away: all thoughts and worries faded, and the past, present, and future drifted away. They were all part of a slow procession floating away into emptiness while their song was real and powerful. I did not understand a word, and, at times, it did not sound as if they were forming words. They simply opened their mouths and song came out. With every breath, a new dream was born. Each movement, each wing flutter, and each footstep was in tune with a deeper beat.

      I stood. My spirit was bright with song, and my heart full of anticipation. I felt I could do anything. I could fly. I could soar. The world around me was nothing; everything seemed small and petty in comparison. I did not recognize the tears, drops of joy, on my face. I felt a deeper sense, almost whispered, almost coming to me, but I could not answer it; I could not move. Maybe it was because I was not one of them, but I caught a glimpse of a shadow of all Iaen and what they meant to each other and the world. It was as if I saw a mirror yet it was vague and barely reflective. Words rushed through my head: “sacred,” “outsiders,” “Iaens,” “singing,” and “dancing.” The language kept changing, and then I was alone.

      I came back to myself as if I had strayed into a dream and caught a glimpse of glory none should ever see. The woods were unnaturally still and silent, and as I stood, closer to the ground than the universe, I was horribly aware of how mortal I was and how I would never understand them. And then, before I could wonder what their coming might mean, a tree branch snapped, although there was no wind. A voice echoed through the wood with a sharp cry of “leave,” or maybe I imagined that word as it broke the stilted silence. I froze.
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        * * *

      

      “Myran.” I shuddered at the voice. It was unfamiliar and yet familiar all the same. I had never heard Luthín sound that way. Her voice was tense, as if she were restrained. “It is time to leave,” she said.

      I looked up at her as I stood in the forest. It was the same evening that the voices had come, and she stood before me. A halo of green light shone around her, a glow she could not dismiss. A few feet parted us. She was tall and magnificent, fully in charge, and I was younger and wild, already resisting what her words might mean.

      “Why?” I let the word drop away from me, showing her my displeasure.

      “You have heard them,” she began. She always spoke plainly with me since the day I turned fifteen, but now, something dark seemed to taint her words. “They have come, and we must leave. It is not as easy here as it once was. The distance is affecting our immortality, almost as if we are trading places. You may not feel it, but you are becoming more like us immortals, and we are becoming more like you, more mortal, and it cannot go on. I would not say I should have never brought you here, for this is one of the sacred places of the Idrains, but we have lived our days out to the full allotment, and it is time. They have come to tell us that it is time.”

      She came up to me and slipped two, irregular packets into the pockets of my long, green dress. “Come,” she said, stepping off, farther into the woods.

      I took a step after her and then froze. “I would stay here,” I replied, my voice bold even to my own compliant ears. “Let them come. Here is the place of protection and safety. I do not wish to venture out to the dangers of the world, not again.”

      “Nor would any,” Luthín rejoined, “but we were not asked. I am simply telling you of the way things are.”

      “No, no, I would stay here.”

      “I am telling you that it is time. Come.” She took another step into the forest.

      The trees were black over that way, and my heart pounded in my chest. An adventure was forced upon me. I did not wish it, especially at dark, especially when the moon was not full and the stars seemed to be of old.

      “Child.” Now her voice was full of reproof. “I know your fears, but you do not know what you risk here. Iaens are just that, wild, and all Idrains are not kind, though good we may be. It was auspicious they showed forbearance this long; now it is over. You do not want to risk their anger.”

      “They are immortals.” I grew angry now. “Let them wait; they should not be allowed to run the world, the one place I can go. Now they want it back! It has been twelve long years!”

      “And it will be longer still if you stay here until your bones are whitened and taken back by the ground. Do you know how long it will be for them? Have you grasped knowledge of the future and the powers at war? This may not be your desire, but it is not about you. Do you think I am not as hesitant to leave? Do you think you are the only one?”

      Feeling rebuked, I walked after her. “No,” I called after her flaming image. “I do not think I am the only one. Why cannot you stand up to them?”

      “I do not wish it,” she replied and turned.

      I sensed her displeasure with me. As much as I felt the urge to run and hide, I followed. “Where do we go?” I asked softly, trying to make amends.

      “You would not want to know. Ask again sometime.”

      I wanted to know what she meant, and then I did not want to know. “Is this how journeys always start? A sudden departure?”

      “With us, so it is. There is nothing you need except for food.”

      I wanted to disagree and tell her of all my dreams at the waterfalls and treasures in the cave and spread out over the forest. I wanted to tell her all my childhood and forest friends were wrapped up in this hidden mountain. Then, I saw Whryling; she came flying towards me and landed on my shoulder. “My people, they have finally come!” she cried, and then she was off to join them.
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        * * *

      

      Sometimes, even in the midst of enchanting beauties, all one can see is destruction and sorrow. The realization was gradual, but my anger held. All that I knew was falling. It was slowly disappearing with each step I took. North and slightly east we ventured, yet I hardly cared. Directions meant nothing; adventures were not wanted. I only wanted a firm standing, and with the future before me, an invincible blank, the fear started coming once again. My feet continued to obey while my heart told me: No, leave this companion and the dreaded life that is impending. Stay. Hide. My feelings were torn.

      Meanwhile, the exterior of the forest was delightfully beautiful, even in the misty eeriness of the night. The white moon shone its' lesser light between the far-stretching reaches of tree boughs. Luthín looked the color of a moonbeam, fading into the shadows of the deep. I followed wordlessly, almost breathlessly, forgetting to wonder about where we were going in this dire flight, what troubles we would face, and what circumstances we would be thrust into.

      In the vague mist of the forest, we went, wasting no time for sleep. Long was the night as the clouds drifted down to kiss the earth and bury us in their cold clamminess. The moon white continued to shine. Then slowly it began to burn off, and no longer was there any luster. It was as if the moon was tired, and its light began to drop and fade. Its brilliance disappeared, and under the hazy cover of clouds, Luthín and I continued our silent journey. She was always two steps ahead, striding quickly and never looking back to see if I were following. Sometime later another joined her. I knew it to be Tilyon, and our pace quickened. Soon, it seemed as if we were running and fleeing. We were white shapes in the darkness, moving forward at an untraceable pace. Every step was a pang, but not a physical one. Outwardly, I felt nothing; inwardly, my walls of safety were crashing, my heart was breaking, and my anger was only helping to destroy the protective barrier. The fear and hopelessness were back, and my mind was heavy, glaring into the vast unknown.
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            LIGHTENING VISION

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to a silvery light. I could tell it was daylight, yet a phantom of mist floated and snaked its way around me. We were still deep in the forest, lost in its secret and hidden paths. Everything here was enchanted; it all seemed to move around me, or maybe it was the eeriness of the mists. Nothing seemed real, yet everything was touchable. The leaves seemed to have their own bodies, moving, no, even floating in the shadows. The grass was flattened under the presence of the unearthly creatures and even the vast trunks shuddered under an impending weight. Once again, I began to feel the fullness of the power of the Iaen and their knowledge and infinite life. It began to touch me, creeping over my body softly, until I felt cold and clammy and I realized what I had been fighting.  Who could live so close to a power impossible to resist, knowledge vast beyond understanding? This was true fear: the large knowledge that stood up and looked me square in the face and told me this life was not for me. I was not an Iaen and would never be one. This is why I must leave and give them back their sacredness, return their secrets to their keepers, and never stir beyond their untraceable borders again. There was no fighting this mystery; they had relented as long as I was a child. Now, grown as I was, it was over, and they returned home. As for me, what would happen to me? Life was meandering, following the directions of the wind. Now I was the stone that had been cast into the waterfall. It was my turn to go, and as much as I wanted to refuse, I could not resist.

      “Are you ready?” Luthín asked. I was surprised at the question; I expected her to rush me off as she did the day before.

      “I will never be ready.” My words sounded neutral in the unforgiving air, pushing me further from the secretive Iaen. “I know now though that it is not up to me.”

      “Then you feel it too.” She paused, lost for a moment, in what, I could not understand. She appeared to be seeing more than thinking.

      Tilyon walked up; it was the signal for departure. Luthín quickly turned to me, almost apologetically. “You cannot know. It must be like you have never been here.” And without warning, she produced a greenish belt that she wound around my eyes.

      A slight hint of anger washed over me, but the relentless power of the Iaen was strong. I knew it would be useless to disagree, so I simply let myself be guided by Luthín's nimble fingers. My thoughts I kept to myself from the probing of the Iaen who seemed to know all, which was all too much. One cannot expect a child raised by nature to suddenly become tame. As much as I liked my wandering ways, I wished for little more than security, and by ripping me apart, the Iaen had lost my trust.
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        * * *

      

      Every moment in my life, every decision, and every step forward and backward can be traced to my childhood and the effect the Iaen had on me and what I choose to do with their upbringing. They were the very ones who characterized my life, even up until the very end. The blame lies at their feet; the ways they interacted and my reactions to them changed everything. Maybe, just maybe, things would have been different, but would they have led to the same outcome? I did not think of that then. I did not ponder the meaning of fear and trust, turning those words over and over and mulling their other meanings. I thought only of myself and the escape from the dangerous and overbearing Iaen.  What eventually happened was because of all those choices.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going?” I asked sometime later. It was more of a request than a demanded. I felt at least I deserved to know where we were heading and whether they were faithlessly casting me out into the wild, returning me to my people, or finding a new hiding place.

      “The shadows are fixed far from here,” Luthín murmured as if she did not hear my request.

      “We are returning to the Green Havens,” Tilyon replied in his smooth voice. “Do not worry. They accept outsiders there.” Then he paused, maybe thinking he had offended me by calling me an outsider. “You will not be forced to leave there…” He trailed off.

      Even though I could not see their expressions, I felt rather than visualized the exchange of glances between Luthín and Tilyon. Something was budding; there was information they were hiding from me. “Are you going to take me to my people? Are you tired of hiding me?” I demanded, unkindly.

      One of them stepped on a stick, an unlikely misstep for an Iaen. It snapped loudly despite the light fluidity of our movements. The remains of my question were answered in silence, but I knew at least I had reached part of the truth and fell quiet for the remainder of the day.

      I heard the forest move. The creatures of the wood continued to live their lives, even with the surprise of travelers silently but swiftly moving through their land. I detected the sound of paws scaling trunks and wings beating the air. I heard the gentle, almost indistinct sounds of the patter of feet against the muddied dirt, the sweet-smelling grass and the older leaves and sticks, fallen and rotting. The blindfold heightened my sense of hearing. I let my feet walk around the path while my mind whirled, wondering, reaching, and grasping for a thread of hope and certainty. What would I do when I quit the company of the all-too-knowing Iaen? Where could I hide and yet survive? I knew the forest, yet it was the home of the creatures of the wood. I was uncertain how much longer they would tolerate me, even if my guardians were around. Survival without them might be impossible, yet I would find a way.

      Later, the rapid pace of forest life slowed, and the air chilled around me. I heard larger wings and higher voices calling; the animals were tiptoeing around each other. Now came the dance of the hunter and prey, and night, as if hiding this deathly game, came like a swift cloud and covered the nocturnal activities.

      Even with this change, however slight, my guardians continued to travel on, pausing for neither food nor drink. It was like the night before; it was a flight into the unknown. A sense of desperation spread, and soon I began to feel chilled and lost. Darkness gathered its' deep despair around me, but instead of relaxing in its arms, I grew tense. At this pace, I guessed we would soon arrive at the Green Havens. Once again, I would be trapped in their designs of life. Possibly, there would be another fight about me and then a decision. I had to escape as soon as my eyes were released. Then it would be my turn to disappear into the forest. It would be my turn to forsake the sacred rules and laws the Iaen appeared to keep.

      Once again, much later, a thought struck my mind, like a lightening vision, and I realized what my plan was. It was my turn to follow the waterfall, and this time I would get to choose which route to take. It was time to find my people. With that thought, I embraced the dark and enveloped myself in a dreamless sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke with my face embedded in a patch of clover; the blindfold was gone. I sat up warily, but we were only in a small glade of the forest. It was a place where brilliant flowers grew, and there was enough sunlight to go around. I felt gratified in seeing this slight piece of beauty, not that the world of the Iaen wasn't exquisite beyond belief, because it was. Yet with all its richness, catching a glimpse of ordinary beauty in the world of the mythical was refreshing. Slowly and warily I sat up, brushing leaves and grass out of my hair and off my clothes. There was something I should be doing, something I should remember. The thought pressed intensely on my brain, but I wiped it away with the happy thought of running free in the woods among light and beauty such as this.

      The sight of Luthín and Tilyon dashed my thoughts. The two sat face to face, sharing the first meal and whispering, perhaps in that language of theirs. She smiled for a minute; however, the joy faded because of his calm, serious words. She replied back, and then they were silent, reading each other's thoughts through their eyes. I stood slowly, took out my pouch, and unwrapped the first meal for myself, wondering what the strange yet moist leaves were. I'd eaten them all my life.

      Even though my movements were like theirs, slight and silent, like a dance, they still heard me with their large ears. As one, their heads moved to look at me and slowly they stood. Their expressions were gentle. They were cautious of hurting me, yet, for some reason, I think they knew my feelings of resentment. “The forest closes,” Tilyon said, but I did not understand what he meant by it. “Tomorrow we reach the Green Havens,” he continued. Tomorrow it would be too late for me. “From there...”

      “We will tell you all,” Luthín finished.

      I looked from one to the other. “Why not here?” My voice was soft; the traces of anger had faded. I was almost pleading. “Why not now? Then it will be too late.”

      “What do you mean?” Luthín asked. She walked toward me, but I thought she already knew.

      I shrugged. The ways and paths of the Iaen were always hidden; by then, it would be too late for me to find my way out of their maze. “Let's go then.” My voice dropped away, almost to a whisper. I did not want to hint; they knew too much already.

      Luthín continued to close in on me. For a minute, I thought she was going to blindfold me again, but she whispered in my ear. “Don't do this.”

      “Why not?” I whispered; my arrogance was back.

      “Not this way.”

      “What will happen then, if not more hiding and more running?”

      “I cannot see all.”

      “Are you warning me then? What else could happen?”

      “Give us more time.”

      I turned away, ending the conversation. I realized as much as she forced me to leave my haven of safety, she would not completely take over my life. True, she had saved me, but she saw my strong will and apparently would not try to run my life indefinitely. Maybe she saw what that would lead to in the future. For now, she sighed and turned back to Tilyon. “Onward then.” She turned away from me, set forward, and never looked back.
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        * * *

      

      If I had not been too stubborn back then, maybe I would have realized what powerful allies I was losing. Maybe it all would have turned out differently, but then, no, I was meant to find my own way.

      We moved out of the sunlight into the refreshing shadows of the forest. I followed, all the while turning through memories, searching, rummaging for the key. I brushed past the blossoming spring of the forest, the energy and life it poured forth into a depressing dying world. I was consumed with my thoughts until a place plopped into my stream of consciousness: the fortress of the White Steeds. A faint memory of Luthín speaking of it skipped through my mind. Everyone knew where it was. Seek, and one can find it. The fortress would be my salvation. For the first time during that long journey; I calmed down. I had decided. After that, I was able to pay attention to my surroundings and take in the direction of the sun to know which way we were traveling, which was northeast. I did not know which direction the fortress lay, but if I escaped from the Iaen, maybe I could find a way.

      Light faded, turning the forest crimson. Luthín looked around and spoke to the silent forest. “The shadows are fixed far from here.”

      “The forest closes,” Tilyon replied in a sing-song voice.

      “The meadows of the open land are near,” Luthín answered.

      “The land of the Crons lies east.”

      “Their fortress is close to the sea.”

      “All this lies east.”

      “Along the border of the forest.”

      “Tangled in threads of thick trees.”

      “A haven of safety for White Steeds who venture near.”

      Slowly their words turned into a song, building off of each other. Although I pretended not to pay attention, I caught their meaning. I knew what they were telling me. It never occurred to me at that time that maybe that was all there was to their plan. Maybe they never meant to do anything with me after all; I was always supposed to run away. Yet even as they talked to me, the words changed into another language: only words an Iaen would sing. I knew they were reaching home, finally. It was the place where they truly belonged, along with their kind, their people, if you call creatures of the wood people. Even though I did not understand their wild words, I felt their meaning, and it slowed me down.

      Their voices blended with each other yet still echoed off the newly tingling leaves and buds bursting with light. The voices within the activity of the forest paused to listen, and then the wind wafted and carried along their song. I never learned their language. I never understood it. But that evening, as the night faded the light into shadows, I knew only what they were telling me. Even in Iaen, I understood.

      Luthín and Tilyon spoke of my life and of how they became my guardians and protectors. They spoke of the fortress in the east and the White Steeds drifting and hiding, even from one another. They whispered of the secrets told in our safe haven, hidden from the world by the thunder of the waterfall and the hidden paths of the forest. A sorrowful tone was taken on when they spoke of our flight. Even this hinted towards hope at finally being reunited after the self-inflicted banishment, although they did not go as so far as to sing about that. Last of all, they sang of my life and the fact that I trusted them no more and was determined to leave, even though they wished to take me along to the Green Havens before introducing me to my people. It would be less of a shock if they were there. Yet they knew I must go my own way, and they would let me. They wanted me to know, to know always, that they were my friends, and if the need should come, they always would be my guardians. Always.

      Their voices continued to blend and melt and sway yet carried on by the wind. As they continued, my steps grew still until I came to a complete stop and listened to the most beautiful words I had ever heard. My heart was confused; my head did not make sense anymore. I stood alone in the glowing new life of the forest while the wind delivered their message to me. In the midst of my confusion, my eyes brimmed, the dimming forest swayed before my overwhelmed eyes, and my tears went on their long suicidal journey to the forest floor, where they shattered into a million pieces.

      When my vision cleared again, I could see them no more, yet I still heard their song—although I did not know if it was an echo in my heart or the faint rush of the wind. It was at an end; my time with the Iaen was over. No matter what they said, they still had lost my trust. I turned into the open arms of the reaching darkness and ran.
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            THAT WHICH COMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Daylight sent its shafted streams through the forest, yet it was lost on me. The forest was closed, and the shadows were fixed far from me; I was out in the world, unsure, in open meadows and wild lands. Two days had taken my flight through the forest out of the trees and the domain of the wild creatures of the wood. I stood maybe ten feet from that shaded world and watched the golden hue of the grass. It bowed to me by the gracefulness of the wind. Dark smudges on the horizon suggested clumps of trees in front of me, but the rest of the field was open, refreshingly freeing, and yet my feet did not want to move onward. I stood, frozen. Freedom of this sort was foreign to me, and I was not exactly sure what to do with it. My mind had only looked so far ahead as to see an escape and plan to reach the fortress, but as to how was left hopelessly blank. In truth, the world did lie before me, unexplored by these eyes, yet the directions I had pointed east to the sea. I wished my feet knew how to reach my destination for my mind left me incompetent.

      Slowly, as if were a bird leaving the nest for the first time, eager to take wing yet hesitant, I shuffled forward, north a bit. Then my feet, deciding which adventure I would find myself twisted up in next, dragged me eastward, keeping to the line of the woods. Only then, moving forward, I found out how anxiously my heart was beating and how I kept wishing, reaching for something tangible. All escaped me and floated away on the keen wind, leaving me with nothing. Nothing but life and the air I breathed.

      My mind never suggested to me the words “lost” and “alone,” but I could feel them impending, pounding deep within my quick-paced footsteps and the rhythmic beating of my heart. Little did I know I was leaving the safe forests of Shimla for the wilder lands of Truemonix, places where the Black Steeds did not fear to tread and wreck havoc. There was nothing sacred outside of the forest.

      When I heard the thunder, I should not have been surprised. What was I to expect? My guardians were protecting me no more. I was on my own, and there, once again, was the dreaded thunder. One moment I was advancing, quickly covering ground, and the next I was in shock. One minute I was conscious of nothing, not even the familiar movement of the world and the unfamiliar rustles of the open fields; the next, I was paralyzed because of the terrible thunder. This time it wasn't a waterfall. This time it wasn't a messenger bringing good news. It was the true horrible thunder, perhaps the same that had taken the lives of my parents, and perhaps it was going to take me now. Even as this thought escaped my mind, threads of common sense wafted passed my tensing nerves. No one was going to hold me this time and tell me all will be well and all is safe. No one was going to hide me or risk his or her life for my sake. The bitter tang of loneliness stung me. My feet, once riveted to the ground, now rose and ran, fleeing to the safety of the forest, where there was a sacredness that hides one beneath its arrogant boughs.

      Once the clammy taste of fear subsided and I was covered by the bewitching twists of leafy branches, I grew brave enough to watch, carefully hidden by my screen, and see what action the thunder would take. I expected to see black horses with red eyes and riders with swords of steel, glistening with dark crimson blood in the sunlight. I thought at least a dozen would be pounding my way, creating a trail of death and destruction, wiping out the population of White Steeds as they went. Did my eyes dare deceive me? I was in for a rude awakening.

      Two gray horses were galloping my way. Their riders were dressed in a light brownish color with no signs of blood or hints of death and destruction. Even as they neared, their horses were slowing down to a trot, and I could hear the loud, rough sounds of the common language. They were both males. One of them was short of stature with light hair, and the other was tall and lanky with long, dark hair. I knew enough to assume that they were most likely White Steeds, yet I did not know enough to differentiate between Crons and Tiders. Then, I did not know the smaller one was a Cron—one of the adventurous people, who, for all their courage, tend to be the shorter and fairer. Nor did I know the taller one with the long hair was a Tider—one of those who are tall in height, quiet in manner, and sometimes can be quite elusive for they tend to dwell in hills and mountains.

      No clues dawned upon me as I watched from my hiding place. The smaller male called out, “I think we lost them.” After listening to the Iaen and their melodious intones, his voice sounded almost boisterous.

      “We should press on,” the other male replied. His voice was calmer and quieter.

      “You're right, who knows when they might pounce upon us again? We still have quite some ways to go before we reach the fortress though. We might want to find a hiding place before nightfall comes on, just in case they are still on our trail,” the smaller one went on.

      “The forest provides safety as well as peril for us,” replied the other one.

      “Ah,” the smaller one paused, and then he suddenly rose in his saddle and turned to stare intensely at the forest. He looked so intensely that, for a moment, I thought he might discover my hiding place. “No, can it be true? Are we passing the renowned forests of the ‘wild things,’ the hiding place of those creatures of the wood? Aye, that I should see this place that is the heart of many songs. Do you think we should be lucky enough to catch sight of one of them in all their glory? Life as we know it would become worthless, I would think.”

      “Aye, that it would, yet we should not venture into their lair of tangled mazes and mysteries...”

      “And why not?” the smaller one retorted. He clearly had his head in the clouds and was off on a tangent. “Why should we not waste our lives chasing after hidden beauties? Either way, we will die, most likely be killed, by this way or by Black Steeds. If I must encounter death, I will it to be this way and let it be my choice rather than die by a brutal massacre.”

      “You speak truth, my friend, yet, influenced as I am by your words, we must live on to escape these terrors. We must survive long enough to warn the others, and then we may do what we will.”

      The smaller one sighed. “Your wise words ring true,” he agreed.

      At that moment, they passed under my tree, and I saw their wild, haunted faces and their strong, lean bodies, hardened by travel and flight. One thought crossed my mind as they passed: they were headed to the fortress. I stealthily climbed down from my haven and flitted in and out of the trees, following in their wake.
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately for me, the males rode close to the forest, leaving me a secure hiding place. Only, horses are harder to keep up with on foot, and the thickly-laced trees were forever hindering my progress. If I had not been raised by the Iaen and knew their secret ways of gliding with ease through woods, I would not have made it. As it was, I barely managed to keep the horses in sight. Every so often, they would disappear, and I would risk all to leave the woods and chase after them. To me, the horses and their riders were a hope that I would live to see better days. At least through them, I would reach the fortress and finally be reunited with my people. Yet as dusk fell, my sight was blurred, and I completely lost my temporary saviors. All that was left for me was to limp on—tired, hungry, and discouraged. My pouch of food, given to me by Luthín, was emptying. I was not used to such rough travel.

      My solitude deepened as the shadows grew longer and then melted into the thickening air. The forest became strangely silent. I was unused to this quality of unfriendly woods, and a cold chill of fear spread over my sore limbs. Even only twenty-four hours later, I felt miserable and sorry for myself. When I found a semi-hidden hollow, I curled into its welcoming leaves and tried to sleep away my misery.
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        * * *

      

      When morning dawned, I almost did not rise. What better than to wither away in my hole of self-pity? Yet something inside of me refused to let go. I believed I'd been saved from my parents’ fate for some reason; some stubbornness deep inside got me to my feet and forced me to scale a nearby tree to take in my surroundings. Ahead of me and to the east, by a nearby clump of trees, I could just make out two dappled horses and two figures that must be the males. Slowly they were rising and stretching, and taking advantage of their sluggish movements, I quickly wiggled out of the tree to the ground and lit off in their direction.
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        * * *

      

      So followed the days of chasing, hiding, and—worst of all—losing my guides because horses are impossible to keep up with if one is on foot. I took to leaving the woods more often, for the trees hindered my progress. I traveled stealthily through night and day, only taking rest for scarily a few hours. I grew tired, bone-weary, thin, and most intensely hungry. The open field offered no food; there was nothing except long stalks of grass, which was a refreshing cushion to my aching feet. Yet after a while, I could not even feel that small relief anymore. Now I realized my folly in forsaking the Iaen, but I was too stubborn to turn back and taste the cold arrogance of that mystic world. There was no looking back now; my past was swallowed up in the untraceable secrets of the trees.

      Even though my path kept me near to the forest, the trees seemed dark, unfriendly, and, at times, dangerous. I ventured farther away from them into a land of blue skies, stretching onward with fair breezes whispering thoughts I had yet to understand. Despite the nameless beauties of the world, fear had its hand on all things. It was the fear of those black horses and their dark riders, swooping down to kill us all. This was the only reason my feet were fleet, spurring me on to the place of safety, where all would be well, at least, that is what I hoped. For hope was the only thing one can trust after a while. Hope is the secure grasp which holds one when all else is falling. Hope is the only reason to keep living when all have forsaken one. Hope is the reason to keep looking forward when the past is disappointing; maybe the future will not be quite as bleak. The cold irony of hope though is that it keeps one always believing, and yet, maybe all is in shambles, and this life will never grow better.
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        * * *

      

      Life is not fair. This is a simple fact. For some people, their choices determine the means to an end, yet for everyone, a different story is written. Maybe life is not effected much by choices; maybe nothing is certain. Everything is on a scale, tipped by the winds of fate. Yet for me, the road I took was first thrust upon me, and then I chose.
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        * * *

      

      I caught a distinct and strange scent in the air. It smelled rich and hearty, and I knew it was something edible. Someone was cooking up some delicious food, even in the middle of nowhere. I limped forward eagerly, my hunger-glazed eyes trying to make out the distance. On the horizon was a dark smudge of trees. I judged that the people cooking food were there, and I directed my exhausted body that way. I was too tired to wonder or to even care if it was the enemy or my guides, who had been lost to me for the past twenty-four hours. I was ravenous, and the hunger filled my mind, pounded my head, ripped up my insides, and begged for the least bit of nourishment. This smell would make the pain go away, and I hurried as best I could.

      By the time I reached the grove of trees, the sun was already gently transferring its light to the moon, which sulkily, more often than not, decided not to shine on an already dark world. I did not even have to use my skills to glide silently through the trees, peeping out every so often to catch sight of a small, lazy cloud of smoke drifting and blending into the treetops. The delicious smell was overpowering. I swayed dizzily for a minute. My mind had moved on to tasting, skipping over how to grasp this meal for myself.

      Involuntarily, I kept moving forward until I saw them, my two guides, the smaller one and the longer one, sitting cross-legged in front of a small fire surrounded by stones. They roasted large slabs of meat on their sticks, every so often saying a few short words to one another, and then thoughtfully gazed off into the calm, spring air. I could see the juice dripping from the meat, making the fire sizzle and spark. I could almost taste the heat. I opened my mouth and promptly tripped on a jutting branch. I sprawled onto the ground and, realizing how much noise I made, I slowly stood up, shaking underbrush from my hair and clothes. When I looked up, the two males were openly staring at me in shock. I looked back into their bright eyes. I was startled and afraid.
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            MIDNIGHT CONVERSATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      When their initial shock wore off, I realized that I had come too far, and it was far too late to turn back now. I had fallen in with two males who were headed to the fortress and deemed it necessary to waste a day cooking the most delicious looking food I had ever seen. Being raised with the Green People, I had not had meat since my parents were murdered. The sight of it sent memories dancing, but first, the males had to be attended to.

      The smaller one was openly gaping. There was a light in his eyes, almost as if he had discovered a mystery. His mouth was hanging open, and if my mind had not been so concentrated on food, I would have wondered if he would start drooling. The other simply froze and fixed his dark, round eyes on me, and I stood, half behind a tree and half out in the open. I had taken a tentative step towards them, but their gazes checked me, and I was unsure of what to do next.

      The small one, his white-blond hair standing on end, was the first one to speak. “Are you one of them?'” His voice was hushed in awe. “Are you one of the ‘wild things’?”

      I was too wary of strangers to speak. I shook my head.

      “What are you then? A ghost of the past? Please, harm us not,” the small one then continued, and I saw that fear was beginning to spread across his face.

      If I had not been so weary, maybe I would have laughed at the absurdness of it all. How could I be a wild spirit come to torment two travelers? Perhaps in this strange world, especially in the east where I lived, anything was possible, but this small one's imagination was too much. “I am a Cron,” I said finally after a moment of fearful silence. “Myran, the Cron.”

      The silent one looked from his friend to me in astonishment. In light of his friend’s shock, he stood, towering almost a foot above me. “I am sorry for our poor manners,” he stated. "I am Halender the Tider, and this is my friend, Leon the Cron. We are but poor wanderers from the west on our way to the fortress of the White Steeds."

      I nodded and, words failing me once more, pointed to their food. “Ah, you must be hungry,” Halender said and offered me his portion of meat.

      Like a young wild one, I ripped it off the stick and tore into the meat, which sizzled and burned me. My hunger was too deep. I waited for the feeling of fullness while the Tider sat back down and his friend, the Cron, tried to regain his tongue. Slowly I sank to the ground, exhaustion overwhelming my need for food. I finished off the last tasty bits of the slab of meat, and before my stomach could revolt against the large portion it was unused to, I felt my eyes closing. “I am sorry,” I apologized to the travelers because my actions were certainly of the rudest kind. “I am sorry.” Then my eyes closed, and I slept.
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        * * *

      

      The stars were out when I woke, and I guessed it to be around the middle of the night. I still lay on the ground, the grass cushioning my body, and there was warmth. I turned and noticed I lay close to the fire. It was burning softly now, getting to the point where it would simply be a pile of coals. The Cron and the Tider still sat around it somewhere between wakefulness and slumber. I couldn't help but wonder about the companions I'd fallen in with and if they would be so kind as to take me along, or if they would be satisfied to leave me behind. After all, I had acted in an unusually rude manner, scaring them and taking their food, which they probably worked hard to catch and cook. I wanted to tell them I meant no harm, and I hoped they meant me none either. Yet I was shy of conversing with them. It is one thing to talk with creatures of the wood and another to talk with my own kind. I suppose they would think the opposite. I could not forget the look on their faces when they first saw me.

      Slowly I sat up, trying not to scare the two again. They both sat up a little straighter from their reclining positions and turned, almost warily, to watch me. Neither felt like saying the first word; this mess was all up to me. “I am sorry,” I started, the darkness chastening my words. “I did not mean to come and steal your food; I was just tired and hungry.” I was not ready to own up to my following them. “Who are you and where do you come from?”

      “We are…” The Cron paused. "Hesitant to answer such questions because we have an in-depth history regarding the purpose of our lives, our destination and our place of departure. Only, tell us, are you one of the White Steeds?"

      “Yes,” I responded, seeing that we must learn to trust one another since we had the same destination. “I was raised by White Steeds.”

      “Ah,” said the Cron. He looked at his friend, and they nodded. “Then you understand. We joined the ranks of White Steeds when we were young and have suffered for it by the destruction of all we know. We herald from the west, where the lands are rough, wild, and not filled with beauty such as this. It is a relief for us to be here, far from the dark cruelties, yet we found we still must seek shelter. We are destined to the fortress not only for safety and protection but to warn those of the apparent evils that are unseen yet are felt more forcefully in the west.” Suddenly the Cron broke off and shuddered.

      I wondered what the two were running from. I thought of asking the Tider for, from listening to one of their previous conversations, the Cron had such a grandiose way of talking, and the Tider used simpler words and stated the truth in a way I could understand.

      The Tider reached out and touched his friend's shoulder as if to comfort him, yet I could sense that he, too, was shaken. “What are you running from?” I asked, hardly daring to breathe. I suddenly forgot about my selfish concerns and began to wonder if these brave two had escaped torture and certain death from the Black Steeds. I started to feel that we were quite like each other, and although our stories took place at different places, they held similar backgrounds.

      “We are running from them,” the Cron said with his eyes wide as if he could see them now. “Those that come at night with flame and a dark sword, with eyes of red and black cloaks melting into the blackness...”

      “No,” his friend said, “do not talk about it here, not now, not out here in this place.” He looked around as if expecting something evil to materialize.

      Suddenly I felt the night air was chill, and I drew closer to the warm embers.

      “They are gone,” the Tider breathed, “they will not follow us any farther. We have reached the east, but until we reach the fortress, I will not truly be at rest.”

      He put his hand on his waist, and for the first time, I saw a sword strapped to his belt, and I realized the Cron had one as well. I felt the old fear creeping up on me at the sight of their metal weapons; it squeezed at my throat, and it took all I had for me to swallow the panic. The world was evil, the sooner we escaped it, the better. Would no one repress it? Was there no one brave enough to face the increasing evil? We sat around, shared stories, and quaked with fear while the darkness rubbed its blood-desiring fingers together, stretching out greedy hands to extend its power farther across all of the South World.

      Then, silently as it had come, the fear passed. The Cron sat up and looked at me. His eyes were bright and curious. “Where do you come from? Why are you wandering here? I could swear you are one of the mystical ‘wild things.’ Who are you?”

      I was not ready to tell them all. “I am Myran the Cron,” I repeated what I had said earlier. “I am going to the fortress for protection, although I do not know the way.”

      Again, the Tider and Cron exchanged glances, and then the Cron offered, “You may come with us if you would like, although I think you are more likely to slip off into the woods. Surely you are from them?”

      I nodded, “I come from the woods, and yes, I will journey forth with you.”

      “Aha,” said the Cron, and I could tell he was pleased with his discovery.

      The Tider did not say much. He merely nodded in recognition, his dark eyes watching me, and I wondered if he sank as easily into trust as the Cron did. He was one of few words, yet I could tell his eyes read more, and his thoughts were beyond what he would say. Now he met my eyes. “One day, maybe, you will tell us your story?”

      One day. My tale had been told to none; it was never spoken aloud. Would I have the courage to uncover the bandaged wound? “One day,” I replied, barely audible.

      The Cron looked up toward the still dark sky. “We should sleep. Morning will be upon us. We should rise at dawn. The fortress is yet before us, and we shall not rest easy until we reach its sheltering walls.”

      “Aye, you are right.” The Tider nodded. He glanced at the fire, now a heap of dying embers, and cradled his head in his arms.

      I followed suit, and, after a while, I could hear their deep breathing in the night. My eyes stayed open long after theirs had closed. I wondered of the unspeakable fear and the desire to proceed to the fortress at all cost. I watched the glow of the embers fade, and the stars seemed to lose their light to the brightening in the east. I looked at the Cron. His face was set even as he slept, through many trials he had come and through many more he would go. He would only come out the stronger for them. He breathed deeply, and I remembered the look in his bright blue eyes. Even as he slept, his hand rested on his sword hilt.

      My eyes began to grow heavy, and they turned towards the Tider. He had long black hair trailing down his back. His black eyelashes were long and brushed his face as he slept. Tider's rarely have black hair. I was not aware of that fact, yet, in my heart, that color frightened me. I associated it with thunder, which had ripped my parents from me, comforted me in my childhood haven, and delivered me to these travelers going my way. I watched him sleep; the dark strands of his hair were fine, even I could tell that in the dark. He reminded me of the Jesnidrain that had come, bringing news. One hand pillowed his head; the other held onto his sword.

      My last thoughts before I drifted off into a dreamless sleep were of two travelers. In happenstance, my guardians need not have worried about me. I was so blessed and lucky to fall in with two White Steeds. Now, if we learned to trust each other, maybe we would be alright.
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            A WILD THING CALLED HOPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn brought the beginnings of my travels with the Cron and the Tider. Being only acquaintances, I kept them at a distance, and in my mind, I referred to them as the Cron and Tider, even though their names were Leon and Halender (who was more often called “Hal” by his friend). For me, they rarely said my name, and they sensed my aloofness. One hurt by random effects in a merciless world does not readily adapt to change and new circumstances, no matter how positive they appear.

      We traveled through flat lands and rolling hills in the warmth of sunlight and cool evening breezes. We took turns walking and riding, and if they found fault with the slowness of their progress because of me joining their party, they kept it to themselves. At all times, the Cron and Tider acted with decency, protection, and detachment, despite how interested they were in my background and why I behaved and walked as if I were an Iaen myself. What did they expect me to do? Tell them all about my wild life?

      As time passed, I found myself growing accustomed to their strange ways and their harsher accents as they spoke of life and what they had heard of the beautiful east. They were always speaking, and every once in a while, they sang quietly under their breaths. The songs they sang were sometimes sad and full of longing. They spoke of the past, told tales, lamented of the present, and even hinted to a future full of hope. For when all else fails, there is one thread we all hang tight to, and that is the hope of change, the hope that in the future, life will be better.

      My companions always made sure I rode one of the horses unless I stubbornly refused and walked ahead. During some days, the Tider would go hunting as we walked along, shooting small dumb animals. I discovered he had a small bow he kept hidden in his tunic, and a couple of arrows that he was very careful to retrieve and sharpen nightly.

      We ate mostly meat, which, after my first night of wolfing it down, I found I dreadfully disliked no matter which way the two cooked it. After a while, they took to making a fire at night and burying the meat in its ashes while it burned. Then, in the morning, we continued on without our progress being further hindered. We never stopped during daylight again.

      After a week or so, I learned to relax with my companions and listen to their light-hearted speech. I wondered if indeed their troubles left them with bitter scars, or if they moved on in life, determined not to let the past guide their future as I did. I learned a thing or two from their gentle behavior and saw in them what White Steeds are truly like. Green People may be great teachers, but they let me have my way too often and only once in a while dropped in a wise word. Even so, I began to realize what my guardians had done for me, and, as much as I dared not trust them anymore, something like gratefulness sprang up for what they had risked for my sake. As one grows older, one realizes what they could not see when young.

      One day, a day on which the fortress neared, almost close enough for our hopes to reach out and embrace it, I found myself comfortable enough to blurt out my story. I was riding one of the stallions, and Halender was gently leading it while Leon rode beside me. It was spring; all was bright and blooming. Before us was a thick wood, more tangled than any I had ever seen with the purpose of keeping all else out. “I know why you mistook me for a ‘wild thing.’” I started. “But you must tell no one.”

      I could almost see Leon's ears quivering with curiosity while Halender continued to walk ahead, a half-smile touching his face as if he knew.

      “Long ago, when I was quite young, almost too young to remember,” I went on, “I lived in Truemonix with my two lovely parents, and we were the happiest family in all the world.” The horses changed the gait, adapting to the sound of my voice and moving in rhythm with it. “Then one dreadful day, the Black Steeds found our hidden cottage, swooped down upon us, and senselessly took the lives of both my mother and my father.” Vivid memories awoke within me: the child who was lost, and yet, still a piece of my life taken with those very ones who had killed my parents. For a moment, I struggled to keep my composure until I felt Halender gently touch my hand with his, and I was able to go on. I told them how the Green Lady had found and taken me in, skipping over the heated duel that was only a concern for the creatures of the wood. I told them of how I grew up in a hidden world among the talking animals and Iaen, and how one day they came to take back what was rightfully theirs. My voice grew hard at that point, for it was still difficult to restrain the bitterness I still felt at their casting me out. I did not tell them I ran away. Simply put, I told them I had lost trust in the Green People and took the journey of my life into my own hands.

      Leon and Halender were delightfully silent when I finished, letting the strange but wild dream of my life sink in. In part, I was with them; for it all seemed a tale another had lived in; now I was in the real world, living. All those happenings, good and evil, were past; who I was then was in the past. Leon and Halender could do nothing but look at me. Maybe they saw courage I did not feel and felt a link, yet afterward, I felt closer to them.

      “Aye, that you were blessed enough not to just see but grow up with the ‘wild things.’ If I had one dream, that would be the very heart of it. I have only heard of such glories, and yet, even in the east, I did not expect to meet one so involved in the heart of it.” Leon sighed.

      Sometimes I wondered if everything was as tragic or as beautiful as Leon made it out to be, but compared to living in the west, I'd had a wonderful life so far. My eyes misted over as I remembered the coolness of the forest, the gentle chatter of the creatures of the wood, and the distant thunder of my waterfall.

      “You were one of the lucky ones,” Halender murmured. “Would that all should escape and have your fate.”

      I shook my head, clearing thoughts from my mind. “Tell me of the west.”

      Leon sighed. “The west. Nothing compares to its broad lands and deep, ridged mountains and all the dark mysteries it holds. The east is beautiful; the west is haunted with darkness. Even now I fear…” He paused. “I am afraid if something is not done, the west will forever melt into the clutches of the Black Steeds; their power is strong there.”

      “Such dark tales,” Halender continued, “should not be spoken of. Yet there we were born, and there we grew up, even as one by one our friends and all our family were ripped apart. First by choosing between the White Steeds and Black Steeds and finally by the mindless slaughter by the Black Steeds.”

      I was surprised by his words, for I had never heard him talk so much, nor with such passion, and my heart was struck by sadness. They took turns, alternating between their tales: they were chased by Black Steeds, escaped from them, and wandered from one tolerable existence to the other. Their voices spoke not of bitterness and anger, like mine, but of sorrow, profound heart-rending sorrow. I suddenly saw that there was more to life than my selfish purposes and myself, but as White Steeds, we were one in the horror inflicted upon us. I saw that each of us have a part to play in the story of our lives, and we come together and drift away, all a part of the unending story.

      Suddenly, our stories shared, our minds drifting into the same thoughts, I realized we were close; we were family because we shared the same beliefs. We were White Steeds, the ones who believed in a wild thing called hope, and maybe this would be the salvation of us all. I felt a new attitude enter my mind as we approached the constricting woods. I thought, as we dismounted and let the horses run free and wild, that maybe if I forgot about myself, I could do some good and actually help the White Steeds.

      Thus, with bright hearts anticipating an even brighter future, Leon, Halender, and I fought our way through the thick trees. The briars ripped and scratched, the branches lashed back, and the twigs snapped and at last poked at us. Our hair caught and tangled, but all this was small in comparison to our pasts. We were all holding on to hope and continued to fight our way forward until we found ourselves coming to an end at last. The long fight was over, and we came to a beautiful path of green grass and bright flowers. The fortress of the White Steeds stood firm and immobile before us. We had arrived home.
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      Years dropped away like endless cycles of water rushing through a waterfall. Even as clouds leave their lofty homes in the sky to become raindrops and join the rushing bodies of water, I slipped into life at the fortress. It was an enormous place. It was blue, white, and green on the outside, camouflaging itself with colors of the sky and unrelenting forest. It was quiet as death on the outside of its strong, stone walls. Yet once the doors were unbarred, we saw the fortress bursting with White Steeds of all kinds and all ages, animals, Crons, Tiders, warriors, mice, squirrels, and all other kinds. I was lost in the immenseness of the fortress. One must remember, I lived in a small one-room hut before the cave, and then home was merely the forest. This fortress was nothing like the dreams of old castles, falling to pieces. This was far beyond my fantasies. There was nothing mysterious about it. In truth, I felt daunted by its size.

      Those years I spent living with my people and finding my place among them made me realize the truth of Luthín's words. The fortress was not a place for someone like me to grow up in. People were loud and boisterous; I often lost my way in the hidden halls and unknown passages. There were always people around, eating, drinking, laughing, talking, singing, wandering, practicing weapons, making clothing, polishing boots, writing maps, talking in low voices, and arguing heatedly. There was nowhere to go to be completely alone. Even the woods offered no escape because, upon entering, no one was allowed out again unless they were going on a grand mission to warn others, to fight against a small group of Black Steeds, or merely find another adventure outside of the fortress.

      They were good years though. I was able to stand for myself without too much dependency on others. All were White Steeds. They had come from all over the South World, even as far as the other side of the vast Jaded Sea, which divided the east and west. They all had their own stories of the terror of the Black Steeds and how they were driven from their homes. I found that, indeed, I was a lucky one. I was saved by the Green People while some had lost all: homes, families, husbands, wives, sons, daughters, mothers, and fathers. Some had lost a few loved ones, and others had seen what happened to their friends and escaped altogether. Everywhere it was for the same reason: the Black Steeds. This drew us together and made us one. We were White Steeds with one mind and one purpose: to escape.

      Mystery, thoughts, and confusion marked those years. One would wonder what we did for food, locked up in the fortress. I was told we were at the very edge of the world. In truth, I thought they referred to the ocean, for looking out of high balconies, one could see the blue waters of Oceanic stretching. Yet I was told if one sailed beyond, eventually one would pass Lily Pad Island. Then you would be set on your course to the Pillars of Creation, a place not of this world, a place where the White Steeds go when death steals their lives. If it was willed, one could sail there and escape the cold brutalities of this world. This was told me by Crons with dreamy eyes. They sang of “wild things” and wonder and had dreams larger than life. They said it was because of the Daelidrains we had food because barrels floated across the endless waters and eventually reached the cove. From there, an underground sea floated the barrels to the fortress. Curious, one day I went down to see, and indeed the fortress did have a deep underground. Down there were numerous barrels full of every kind of food one could imagine. The barrel rooms were all kept intact by a horde of mice that carried barrels up to the kitchen. Afterward, I often saw them, marching along, hoisting barrels upstairs and along the halls and singing at the top of their shrill lungs. It took some getting used to.

      Most of the animals lived closer to the underground because it was darker and damper, reminding them of their homes in the ground. I met white horses there and squirrels and rabbits that overpopulated the underground as badly as the mice did. They also lived close to the food, and although I rarely found people down there, it was as noisy as if hundreds were living down there. But I often visited, reminded of the days when I was young and free and my friends were the creatures of the forest. We stayed out all day and through the evenings, delightfully wasting our days with happy thoughts.

      The animals, though, could not cure my homesickness, my desire for peace and quiet and to feel the wind rushing past my face and every breath the forest took when it breathed. I longed to be far away, back in free, wild lands, and in the fortress, there was nowhere, not one place, where I could go to be alone. We were all crammed in there, and no one saw my desire, save for one who actually knew my tale, and that was Halender.

      Although we had come together, arriving at the fortress that fair evening, Leon, Halender, and I had gone our separate ways. Those two went to tell their story to the elders and seek help while I went to find my place in the unscheduled, hectic events of living amongst others. They found their places as well, Leon with the east-stricken Crons, who told mystical tales and sang old songs while drinking their sacred ale, and Halender with those who talked and discussed the plight of our world at length. I rarely saw them, but our journey held us together, and then, they did not even stay long.

      One day I sat huddled in a window seat, people all around me, talking, laughing and eating. I stared out the window, wishing for elsewhere. That's when I felt him beside me and looked up at the tall Tider. His dark eyes were grave as he beckoned to me with his hand. Turning, I followed him, watching the strands of his long black hair. He was dressed for travel; he now wore the colors all those at the fortress wore: a white shirt with a green tunic and long black boots. A quiver of white tipped arrows was on his back, and his bow was still hidden somewhere under the long, green cloak he wore (I assumed). I also thought his long sword could be hidden there as well, and I couldn't help thinking what a magnificent warrior he appeared to be. The thought that he was leaving had not crossed my mind just yet.

      He led me to a hidden door and up a long, winding staircase. It was dark in that long hall, but my mind did not go so far as to wonder; I only trusted my silent companion. We passed through levels of the fortress, and after a time, I realized we had reached a great height. That was when he opened a door and led me out to a balcony. Cool air rushed over my body, for summer had passed, and now we lived in the depths of fall, anticipating a chill winter. Tears almost came to my eyes, for I was in reach of the tree boughs that were quickly shedding their full leaves for the deadness of winter. I was high enough to the sky, for we could reach out our arms to each other, and I felt I could touch the clouds. High above me was the Cloud Kingdom, a forsaken home for there were no Mermis in this world. The golden halls of their rainbow palace lay empty.

      “No one comes here.” Halender broke my mystic silence. “Not much anyway, except to keep watch every now and then. But you can hardly see for the trees.”

      In truth, all I saw were the thick, tangled branches of the trees, and above me, the stars, the sun, and even the moon would pass by my hidden window. I was out among the wild once again. “Thank you,” I said. “How did you know?”

      “There are White Steeds among the ‘wild things,’ or Iaen." I had told him they preferred to be called by their formal name instead of the loose term ‘wild things’ that most mortals used. "But they do not come here. It is too full of us, too full of people and our words, chasing each other around. There is no time to be still and understand our thoughts. We are alike in that way, you and I.” He glanced at me for a minute, taking his eyes away from the forest. “We like our silence.”

      I looked at him silently, and I thought I could be comfortable with just him, enjoying the silence. He touched my shoulder gently. “I must be away. It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Myran, young wild one.”

      I hardly knew what to say. I took his hand, gently pressed it, and looked up into his dark eyes. The wind gently stirred his long black hair, and he dropped his hand, turned, and left. I felt something gently squeeze my heart, but it was too light for me to notice. And so six months after we had first come, Halender and Leon took their leave. I did not see them again for years, but I had found a place to get away from the noise and liveliness of life at the fortress. I could be alone.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn't that I was unhappy in the fortress; I was merely content to be safe with my people, who were not at all what I imagined. Then, after I had been there two years, during the year of 919, a sudden appearance occurred. One day life carried on as normal; the next, winged creatures on flying horses appeared with one who was not quite unlike us. He was a Cron with thick blond hair, and he called himself Cuthan the Adventurous. He was a golden youth that anyone would easily fall in love with. He was strong, brave, and strangely uplifted. I was nineteen that year; he was twenty-two, and unlike me, he had lived, truly lived. He came with Mermis, those creatures who, although they appear to be like us Crons, have silvery wings on their ankles and originated from a place called Spherical Land in the Western World. These particular Mermis were descendants of Crinte the Wise and Marklus the Healer, who were both part of the Five Warriors, those legendary heroes from the Western World. Because they were part Cron, they had lost the ability to fly, and so their horses, the Silver Herd, carried them whenever they wished.

      These strangers were readily welcomed into the fortress, and eventually, we were able to hear their stories. Cuthan was an excellent storyteller; he was from the Eastern World and relayed to us the beautiful tale of Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his friends. Apparently, something was wrong with the Eastern World; the land was dying, and a war was coming. Cuthan and his friends traveled to the perilous North Forests to search for the Clyear of Alaireia. He told tales of their adventures, but the story that enticed us the most, the story we begged for over and over, was how Magdela the Monrage was killed. Cuthan was there when Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword killed Magdela the Monrage, the enemy of our world and the one who started all this commotion and hatred between the White Steeds and the Black Steeds.

      We hung onto his every word, hoping and daring to believe that this Pharengon who carried the Jeweled Sword was the One we were waiting for, the One “Song” was sung about. “He will come when he is young. He will wield the Jeweled Sword.” Cuthan the Adventurous was quick to destroy our hopes; he told us the One would come from us, from our own world. How he would hold the Jeweled Sword was a mystery left to the hands of fate. Our hope faded once again, yet we still listened as he spoke of victory and then of his adventures and his salvation, of how he found the Mermis and begged them to take him with them. They had already toured the Western World, and now the South World was their last stop; they were going to the Pillars of Creation. I wanted to them to take me with them; their destination sounded glorious beyond my wildest dreams. But no, they would go on alone, leaving us with the hope of stories we repeated over and over amongst ourselves. Before they flew away towards Oceantic, three Mermis said they would stay and watch over the fortress. Their names were Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka.

      Once the three Mermis arrived and remained, a balance came over those who dwelled in the fortress. We did have a leader, a tall Cron who was wise, brave, and strong. His name was Uglar the Cron, and he had a young apprentice, Idrithar the Cron, who was only three years my junior. As much as Uglar was our leader and the Mermis supported him and made his paths smooth, there was something about Idrithar the Cron. Maybe I had spent too much time with the Green People, and their ways of foreseeing had rubbed off on me. When it came to Idrithar the Cron, I knew, in his long life, ultimately, he would play an enormous part in restoring this world from the hands of the Black Steeds. I hardly believed it, but that is what I saw in him. If only I had been able to see the future stretched out in front of me. If only.
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            RESISTANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Even in the midst of all the laughter and bustle, the talking and cheering, the eating and drinking, and the singing and thinking, there was a silent fear carried in the forefront of all our minds. When would they come? When would the roof cave in on all of us, killing us with one blow? Sometimes, during the evenings, when all were drifting apart and preparing for the long, dark night of sleep, we would look into each other's eyes, and the same fear would replay. No one spoke a word, but we all thought the same thing. Waiting for death brings an imperative coldness, and yet, there were some who resisted the fear of the Black Steeds. They were the ones who sat around late at night, planning and talking. They were the individuals who rode out and carried messages. They found young ones and rescued them from burning houses and the slaughter of the Black Steeds and brought them to the fortress. It was to them and their cause that I applied myself, which was where I found my place in the fortress.

      It was for this cause I found myself coming out of the self-placed shell I had crawled into long ago. In truth, I did miss the creatures of the wood, although I would never dare to admit that, even to myself. I missed the wide open spaces, but throwing my heart into something kept my thoughts busy and off of the dark shadows that played too near to all of us. In that time, my goal became to find a purpose, in a world torn with anger, bitter tyranny, and distrust, self is all one has. I was beginning to look beyond my introverted feelings, to try my hand at taming the wildness in the hundred-year dispute, and learn what ways I could help.

      Little by little, the young ones came, some as young as five and others enduring a decade of happiness only for it all to be swept away in one day. Some were in the between years, closer to my age, the time between childhood and the feeling of being grown up. One by one, I took them in my arms and held them through the unspoken grief. I felt the most for the smaller ones, looking into their large, lost eyes, I saw myself once again. All I could do was try to whisper away their fear. “You're alright now. You're safe now. No one will harm you now.” Even as I said those words, I wondered how long “now” would last and how long before the future came and sent us all to miserable deaths.
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        * * *

      

      The White Steeds were always going out on short travels and journeys through wild lands, gathering White Steeds, sending messages, joining forces, and training others for battle and combat. Hiding as we were, we were in action as well. At first, I did not know all of what was going on; everyone knew the stories of the world, but the real facts were tossed through the winds. In truth, White Steeds were separated and in hiding, doing their best to escape certain death. Bringing us together might as well be pointing to a large massacre. I did realize the value in hiding because if the Black Steeds found us at our fortress, in one blow, they could wipe us out rather than hunting down every small family who hid deep in this world. If these facts were known, they were not pointed out to us, because the leaders saw the value of many warriors defending the walls of the fortress. Even if they did sense a fear, they believed in the strength of the fortress and that our close proximity to the Pillars of Creation would protect us. If I should have scoffed at those words, I did not know. Those shut off from the world only know what is told to them, and it takes experience to know the difference between staying at the fortress or hiding in the wide world. All I had was history, not experience, but that was yet to come.

      Our leader, Uglar the Cron, was a firm believer in knowledge, and so we learned. Stories were passed by word of mouth, circling from one to the other. Everyone knew how to use a knife, be it for slicing meat or something else. All of the males at the fortress knew how to fight; some were sword fighters while others stuck to their bows and arrows, and others alternated. I shied away from the feeling of steel and the taut pull of a bow. I found wrapping bandages and learning of healing herbs more to my taste, although it could not be said I was a healer. Some are able to learn a certain task in life, but those who have inherited it from birth are the ones who should continue to delve deeper into carrying out the task.

      The continuous activity of the fortress was another thing I had to learn to live with. There was always something, and this led me to bouts of inactivity. I would grow antsy with the idea of so much going on. I wanted to know everything, but I did not want to know all, and my mind, determined to be satisfied, continued to gnaw at me. “What do they do?” I asked one Cron, breaking away from the usual nest of children.

      This time I ventured to where the Crons sat talking and debating. Sometimes the Mermis joined them, merely to listen and, other times, to serve them food (for they liked the great kitchens), and, young as they were, they were full of advice (which was seldom taken seriously). I slipped into the room of Crons once. Some sat around a table, others leaned against the wall, some smoked pipes, and others turned over tattered papers. They were all lean, hard Crons, and a couple of Tiders sat among them, nodding every once in a while. Wooden stools were here and there, and at intervals, the males would come and go. Some dashed out, rushing off on important errands, while others merely slipped away, declining to be a part of that decision-making body of the fortress. I saw I was not the only female who was curious enough to stick her nose into the business of how to save the world from the relative safety of the fortress.

      “What do they talk about?”I asked a nearby Cron. “What do they discuss here at all hours? What is the plan?”

      The Cron nodded and pointed at the table. Several people were talking and murmuring all at once; it was hard to understand what was going on. “They just talk about safety,” he said, “all the time; the plan is for safety for every White Steed. They come here, learn how to fight, and are surrounded by a band of warriors and these walls. Then we go out again, rescue more, and send messages to other White Steeds and leaders, telling them as stealthily as possible that we offer protection, secrecy, and small bands of warriors.”

      “Why?” I asked, wondering what good it would really do.

      “When it is time, we will have a vast army, scattered across the South World, and when the call comes to fight, or when the attack comes, whichever comes first, we will be ready.”

      I just looked at him. I didn't understand what good a group of warriors would do. Maybe he realized that, for he finished, “I wouldn't expect you to get it, but the concept is for us to be one. What good is it for all the White Steeds, how few or how many we are, to be scattered and clueless to our own destinies? At least, this way, we are forming a bond. Even the Black Steeds cannot break that.”

      There was a sense to what he said. But who were we to band together, forming a small army, to go up against a great power which had held unwavering control over the land for the past hundred years? Who were we to think anything could ever be done? We had nothing better to do than wait for death, so we planned, plotted, and dreamed up great fantasies of one day defeating the Black Steeds and living in a free world. We kept hope alive by repeating the stories of the past: the Five Warriors, Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his friends, and the fact that “Song” would come true one day. We told them to each other and then to the children. We whispered in their ears that one day the world would be all right and they would never have to lose anyone ever again. We all held on and believed that darkness could not hang on forever and one day the sun would break through, and there would be a riot of wild freedom and rejoicing. After all, it is always darkest just before light. Thus, we held on and believed, and the fact that nothing had changed in a hundred years did not daunt us. We stood boldly; we hid from the Black Steeds, sneaked around their borders, hid from their horses, and saved as many as possible from their foul deeds.

      “We are still alive yet,” the Cron told me. “There is still hope while we alive. We might as well do what we may.”

      And so, ignoring the pressing signs of hopelessness, I held on and did what I could.
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        * * *

      

      I hope one will see how my choices affected my tale. I did nothing wrong, nor would I change the consequences of my actions even though they left me in doubt. I did what I did. My thoughts changed. I found myself asking: what purpose is there in joining hands with a cold world determined to rip all away from me? My goal became to hold on to what was left and to never let go, even though, at last, it failed me. No brighter, nobler goals were reached nor were glorious dreams achieved, even thoughts of what I had ripped me up inside. If I am judged, begin with my childhood, start from the day it all began at age five and where it all ended. How I choose my course and found myself. I did not know what would happen. I was young and determined to do my part. For a while, I did join hands with that cold world and onward is where it led me.
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            YOUNG ONES

          

        

      

    

    
      “How did this place come to be here?” one of the young ones asked me. This one was a little Cron. His curly, dark hair fell over into his inquisitive face. He was about ten years old. A five-year-old little girl sat in my lap, sucking her thumb and staring at him with large, blue eyes. Meanwhile, I played with her mop of long, blond hair, trying to tame the beast. Other children were expending energy around the room, playing with wooden swords, running, jumping, drawing with charred sticks, gathering around me, and asking questions. Such as Charlon. It was a perfectly natural question I supposed; although why a child would wonder how this vast and insurmountable place came to be was beyond me. There was no reason for him to want this information. Looking into his light eyes, I could tell he was curious about everything. I smiled. “When the first attacks against the White Steeds came, they saw that they were in dire need of a place of safety, a fortress for them to gather in and support one another. They decided to build one.”

      I remembered back to when this story was told to me. I learned many tales and stories of the world, even more so than when I had lived with the Green People. My mind was full of lore, and the children loved to hear stories of old heroes who, although circumstances looked dire indeed, saved their world. These were true stories, but it was impossible not to think of them as a warrior's dream, something that happened thousands of years ago in some storyteller's imagination.

      “What happened next?” I noticed the eager Charlon had scooted closer to me. He was a Cron at heart, ready for an adventure, and if none could be found, a story that would take him on one.

      “A small group of White Steeds was sent out to find the perfect place to build the fortress. Somewhere far from the reaches of the Black Steeds. Somewhere hidden and hard to reach. Somewhere known only to White Steeds. The White Steeds found that the farther southeast they went, the more beautiful the land came to be. They remembered, like a forgotten dream, that the Pillars of Creation could be reached by sailing southeast, as outworldly as it is. Finally, they reached the place, an empty patch of land in the middle of a wild forest, yet opening out to the sea, a place of calm expectation. Surrounding the area were piles of stones and leftover debris washed inland by Oceantic, and above was the Cloud Kingdom, although no one has ever known Mermis to live there.”

      I thought of the three Mermis who had been left when Cuthan the Adventurous passed through on his eternal journey. They occasionally went up to the Cloud Kingdom. Their horses, the Silver Herd, which flew them back and forth, were growing old though, and I feared that in a few more years, they would no longer be able to reach their paradise in the skies.

      “We know Mermis now,” Charlon interrupted my thoughts.

      “Yes, we do,” I nodded at him. “Then, the White Steeds had to rely on their strength to build the fortress. We were more numerous almost a hundred years ago or else it would have taken all of those years to build this massive fortress out of stone. When the place was determined, White Steeds came from far and wide to help build. They swore to secrecy and determined to protect White Steeds from the invasive Black Steeds who were starting their campaign of massacre.” I paused here and shuddered before continuing.

      A flashback of memories overwhelmed me: my mother singing and playing with my hair, leaning over the fire, cooking, and laughing with my father. My father swinging me above his head, and I holding on tight to their necks and sleeping safely in their arms. I remembered the little hut where my most precious childish days were spent before they were taken away from me. Suddenly, I wanted that hut again, not that one particularly, but, looking around the fortress, I realized this was not such a place to raise a child, at least, to give them a childhood like mine. If I ever got to the place in life in which I married, which did not look likely, even at only twenty-one, I would want to raise my children where they could be wild, free, and, most importantly, safe. I felt that was what my parents had wanted for me; only it was not safe. As much as my mind told me that the fortress was the safest place in the world to live, my heart could not give up the hope of one day returning to the land of the Iaen, and I was surprised as this thought passed through my mind.

      “And then what happened?” asked Charlon, pulling at the skirt of my dress.

      I quickly retrieved from my thoughts. “Crons, Tiders, Ezincks, and all the talking animals began to build. The foundation was laid, the stones were piled high, and the plans and designs were laid out, almost as if they were working with one mind. Those were glorious days for the White Steeds as they built this place high. Each group worked on a different part and built so many secret passages and doorways. They built an underground cavern, reaching out to the sea, that fills the barrels that the mice are in charge of. Then it was almost as if the sun changed the colors on the stones because some were white, mirroring the clouds; others were blue, borrowing from the sky; and some were as green as the leaves of the forest. Finally, when the fortress was finished, it was as if the Daelidrains blessed it and made it strong. The White Steeds, in full joy, poured into the fortress. In that way, some were able to escape, and others went and spread the news of the strong fortress. Ever since, White Steeds have come in great numbers to abide here and to escape the increasing darkness.”

      The little girl, sitting in my lap finally took her wet thumb out of her mouth and looked up at me. Her large, round eyes were full of trust. “And we will live here forever and ever?” she asked.

      Before I could answer, Charlon did. “Yes, forever and ever.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her out of my lap. “Come. I want to tell you a story!”

      The two ran off into a corner of the room, and despite myself, I laughed. I knew he was repeating back to her exactly what I had told him. Stories were a powerful encouragement.

      Another little girl crept into my lap as I watched the hilarious antics of my small and varied charges. One day, I'd tell their stories to other small but brave children, most of them orphaned and left to die. They were all much braver than I had been; their joyous noises filled the room. They laughed as if they never had anything to cry about. They sang loudly and out of tune as if they were the best singers in the world. They danced their funny, little, mismatched steps, shamelessly trying to imitate the Cron who drank too much wine and ended up singing, laughing, and talking about old times. I watched two young boys hitting each other with wooden swords; already they were quite good. One day, they would become amazing warriors.

      A strong sense of protection rose up inside of me as I held their warm bodies and stroked their unruly hair. I would take care of them and make sure they wanted for nothing. No one would harm them, not under my watch at least.

      I sat there thinking, lost in a world of my own dreams, when the door opened and in walked Shelo. She was an older Cron, advancing in her middle years. Like me, she had come to the fortress as a young one and had taken up with the children. Now she carried a small bundle wrapped in travel-stained clothes in her arms. When I looked at her, her eyes were full of tears. “What happened?” I sprang up, running to her side. My worried eyes darted from her to the bundle. It was a babe with eyes shut tight, sleeping with its tiny fists curled near its face.

      “Less than a week old.” Shelo looked at me and shook her head. Gently, she passed the babe into my arms, and I was surprised at how light and tiny it was.

      “Who found this one?” was all I thought to say, staring at the small miracle.

      “Oh, they are always coming and going, but this time one Tider and one Cron returned with this babe and a company of Crons.”

      I looked at her, and I did not think about then. I looked at the tiny babe and thought of the sweet oblivion she would grow up in. Oh, to be a naive child again with no exposure to bitter death.

      Shelo gave me a concerned look. “You will want to see the visitors,” she said.

      I did not believe her.
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            A TALE

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked through the fortress in the dark, a single candle outstretched in my cold hand. Its flame flickered and danced, casting abnormal shadows on the walls. The children were all sound asleep now, and if they woke up crying from deathly nightmares, others would see to them. I could hear the rest of the inhabitants behind doors, talking, laughing, singing, drinking, and eating. Some spoke earnestly, others fearfully and angrily. I knew somewhere there were those intensely discussing what news the newcomers had brought. It was to their door that I ventured alone and unafraid in the darkness.

      The warm safety of the fortress surrounded me like a blanket on a chilly spring night, impeding out all thoughts of fear. The door I approached was cracked, and a pool of yellow light streamed out of it. I hesitated before going in because I liked standing out there in the gentle darkness, the cold, bare stones beneath my feet. It was only natural for me to pause before walking out of my own thoughts into the world of spoken opinion and tangible ideas.  It was during that pause that I first saw him, sitting beside Leon, who was talking quite animatedly, as usual. Hal sat there, calmly adding a word in now and then while others threw in their input.

      I did not know how to react at first; it had been four years since I had last seen him. I was grown now and saw him through different eyes. He and Leon still looked the same, if only more travel-stained and knowledgeable. As I watched their faces in the glow of the fire and the dancing candles, suddenly I wasn't so sure if I should creep into the room to listen as usual. Slowly, careful not to make a sound, I began to withdraw from the doorway. The movement, slight as it was, must have caught his attention for his head turned, and even in that poor light, I could tell his black hair was still long and fine. He looked up, and his dark eyes caught mine. Unexpectedly, my thoughts were overwhelmed with memories that were years old. I remembered our first disgraceful meeting and then our refreshing journey in which I learned more of the world and ways of my people. Now I was immersed in them, more of a Cron now than an Iaen. I wondered if he remembered my poor tale; it was quite common now, almost the same as every other. Those thoughts ran swiftly through my mind, but it was only a brief glance, lasting less than two seconds. Not knowing if I should acknowledge him or even if he remembered me, I fled.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you thought I'd want to see the visitors.” I confronted Shelo the next morning, pacing back and forth as the children played in their various riotous ways around us. Shelo held the new babe.

      Shelo pretended to be obsessed with the infant as she stroked her fair head. “Visitors generally do not stay forever,” she said. "I would make the best of this opportunity if I were you."

      “What are you talking about?” I was just short of infuriated. I knew what she was talking about, and she gave me an expression that told me she knew I knew. Frustrated, I went on. “Yes, we met and traveled here together, but that was four years ago, and then they were only here for half a year. Don't you get it? Four long years ago. I don't even know if we remember each other!”

      Shelo just smiled at me in an annoying way. I suddenly thought of the “wild things” and their way of foreseeing. Spooked, I looked at Shelo sharply. “What do you know?” I demanded.

      “Oh, nothing. I cannot see the future, but I saw this circumstance happen before. Ultimately the choice is yours. You could become like me and stay here and take care of the children. I do not know that, with your shadowed past, this life would satisfy you. You've seen much of the world, I wager.” She looked at me now with inquisitive eyes.

      I bit my tongue for a moment, knowing she spoke the truth, and yet there were none here who knew my tale. There was only one place where I let myself think of what I missed, and that was when I was high on the balcony. Alone. I missed the teasing winds whispering around me and the triumphant feeling of conquering the world by climbing the lofty branches of a tree. I missed sitting close enough to the sky to whisper secrets up to its blue vastness. I missed the freedom of losing myself in the invisible paths of the woodlands and listening to the song of the waterfall that told me of its numerous adventures. I missed the tangy smell of pine and fragrant flowers and the unmistakable mystery surrounding the sacred land I lived on. I missed the patter of woodland creatures and my wild friends stopping to say hello. There was a vast difference between creatures in the wild and the ones who inhabited the fortress. I was used to their strange and unexpected ways and the tall tales of what they had seen from afar. And then there were small scrimmages about tree border lines, where to build a nest and the best place to search for food. Did my golden dreams dare allow me to even think about returning to that sacred paradise? Granted, there is a vast difference between safety and paradise. The thought of possibly leaving in the future had never struck me, but now the force of it threatened to blow me over.  My whole purpose in coming to the fortress was not to leave it but to find a place of safety to rest for the end of my days. But Shelo went and blew my preconceptions to pieces. Of course, ultimately it was my choice, but now I was thinking, and my brain would not stop.

      Shelo placed a hand on my shoulder, which snapped me out of my wondering reprieve. “Don't think so hard.” She looked at me kindly. “Here. She needs a name,” she said and placed the babe in my arms.

      “Leina,” I said, almost without thinking. “Her name is Leina.”

      Shelo paused. “You have a gift,” she said. “That is beautiful.”

      I looked down at the sleeping child nestled in my arms and wondered what she dreamed of so unknowingly in her peaceful sleep. I hoped she would always know this quiet fortress and never have to experience first-hand the power of darkness. I did not know the precious gift I had given her in a name, but it caused me to think. If one day I had one of my own...Then, for unknown reasons, I shuddered.

      Shelo still watched me. She never asked people about their dark pasts, but I knew sometimes she must wonder. To distract her from thinking about me, I handed the baby back. “Look, I am going upstairs for food.”

      I was really going to see if I could hear a word of the visitors, and the Mermis, who I could always find around the kitchen, seemed to know almost everything. Even so, I found my heart was pounding strangely harder than normal as I exited the room and shut away the noise from the young ones.

      I threaded my way through throngs of people. That was one drawback of the fortress; I found myself living with a multitude of perfect strangers who day by day grew more familiar until they disappeared and another round of strangers took their places. I never understood why some would seek the safety of the fortress and then head back out to the uncertainties of the cold world. Maybe some found surer hiding places, but wherever they were, I still wondered if those who left were still White Steeds. I always supposed so, but then again, I'd never been betrayed by White Steeds turning Black. Although I vaguely remembered hearing those tales, they were not uncommon.

      Skirting past hungry Crons, children ignoring their parents and playing in the stairways (for not all children were orphans), and mice carrying barrels and singing at the top of their shrill lungs, I made my way up to the kitchens. The kitchen was far from quiet, even in midmorning, it was crowded with people who all found it worthwhile to be cooking because the hundreds and hundreds of inhabitants seemed to be eating every second of the day. Even at night, there were always some people up eating and drinking over their important conversations.

      I found the three Mermis around a large table covered with some sort of cinnamon and sugar pastries. They were cooking the raw ones and putting the piping hot ones out to cool. It couldn't have been clearer if they had put a sign on them and wrote: “to be distributed throughout the fortress” because others kept coming in and whisking them away in large baskets. I tasted one of the small buns and found myself satisfied with its light but delicious flavor. Leaka saw my face and smiled as she glided over. “If you like that, I wish I could take you to Spherical Land and let you sample their delights.”

      I smiled back. It had taken a while. The laughing, singing, and dancing Mermis, whom Cuthan the Adventurous had described, were actually shy and serious without their kind surrounding them. Now they were becoming more comfortable with living in the fortress, yet they stuck to the hot kitchens and shied away from the overwhelming attention they received. People counted the Mermis as heroes because of the part they played in helping Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his companions save the Eastern World. Maybe the Mermis sensed my connection with creatures of the wood for they were more open with me. We had been sly friends, and I did not seek their company every day, which would have been impossible. I could sympathize with them because I knew how it felt to live free and wild in the woods and then to find oneself captured by the press of people and voices all around.

      “What made you three decide to stay?” I asked Leaka as Sletaira and Indonesia walked over. I cut straight to the real reason I was there.

      “Ah, so now you want the story from our point of view,” said Leaka, and the next thing I knew, we were all sitting together around the pastries, flour, and mouthwatering scents in the middle of the kitchen. Somewhere I heard the mice put down a barrel and someone else yell directions.

      “I just wondered…” I started over. “There are better places to settle than here, and you have been to all the worlds.”

      “I must admit,” Sletaira started softly, “traveling with Cuthan was my favorite adventure.”

      Leaka laughed. “Wasn't it all of ours? Too bad it was so short!”

      I looked at the two of them giggling over Cuthan. Indonesia had enough of their foolishness and, blocking out their laughter, turned to me and began unwinding a beautiful tale, which began in another world and ended in front of me. “We were born in Spherical, the beautiful kingdom high above the Afrd Mounts in the Western World. I am the daughter of Crinte the Wise. Leaka and Sletaira are daughters of Marklus the Healer. We are granddaughters of the king of Spherical. It's also known as Bubble Land now.” She sighed, her violet eyes flashing. “The bubbles give off a lovely perfume and cause all to be blessed with life and health and strength. In fact, the scent is so strong that some Mermis can only live without the smell for a certain number of days. Not so with us, we dwell just fine without the effects of the bubbles. Besides, we were born well after the curse, but because we were born, the king gave us, the Blended Ones, the task of becoming storytellers: that is spreading tales of encouragement from world to world. A great company of us flew to the North Forests of the landmass of the Eastern World. We were given a secret mission, and, thus, we took the Silver Herd and our prisoner and set forth.”

      “But there isn't much to say about it,” Leaka interrupted. She had bright red hair, closer to the color of a ruby than anything else. “We saw sky and then water and sky yet again. We could never stop for there was no place to land and rest our weary heads and that was when we were glad for any clouds which happened to be drifting out there. Oceantic is amazingly clear and cloudless so sometimes we just had to press on. There was never a happier sight than when we finally saw the islands of the Eastern World.”

      Sletaira took over. She looked nothing like her sister, Leaka, for she had hair like wheat. “After we left the islands, we settled under the leafy boughs of the strange North Forests. You must remember, all we had known was Spherical, and life was lived at a great height. Granted, we did sometimes go dance on the mountain tops during the evenings, but living under trees on the ground was...” Sletaira trailed off.

      “Interesting,” Leaka went on. “We learned the lay of the land, and then we were able to grow comfortable in our seclusion.”

      “Did you ever miss home and your parents?” I asked, thinking how brave they were to choose to leave. They had everything: parents who were heroes across the Four Worlds and families who were not slain. How could they leave?

      “Oh, with everything in us,” Sletaira answered. “But living in the Eastern World for those years felt right despite our wish that we could return home.”

      “Yes, it did feel right,” said Leaka. “As hard as it was to adapt, we did, and then even the forest became a sort of home.”

      Indonesia picked the story back up. “We did not realize how much we were missing out on news of the world. In Spherical, there is daily news concerning how the mortals are living their lives down below us. In the forest, we were completely cut off until Pharengon and his friends came and told us their tale. When we saw the Jeweled Sword, we knew we must help them. After we heard their tale and restored them to their kingdom, we knew it was time to tell their story to other worlds. Then…” Indonesia grinned, showing her row of tiny, sharp teeth. “Along came Cuthan. He asked to come with us. No, he begged. And because half of them were already in love with him, we took him.”

      “They sing a song about him,” Leaka interrupted, giggling.

      “I'm sure you helped make it up,” Indonesia retorted.

      Sletaira started singing softly in the background, and I found myself surprised at how beautiful her voice was.

      “Traveling with him was our favorite adventure though.” Indonesia winked. “We returned home to Spherical and took Cuthan on a tour of the Western World before coming here. Although we had heard of the darkness of this world, we three felt we should stay here. We have not lived out our entire story yet.”

      “How will you know when you have?” I questioned.

      “Oh, you will know.” Indonesia waved her hands through the air. “You make choices as you live, and one day, you just know.”

      “Are you glad about where your decisions led you?” I asked.

      “We have never doubted.” Leaka shrugged.
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      "Have you heard anything of the visitors who came here the day before yesterday?" I finally got around to asking once the story the Mermis told me had sunk in and we talked about other things.

      "Visitors?" Leaka asked. "Well, yes, but it would be better if you got their tale from them, don't you think?" Then she grinned and winked at someone behind me.

      I stood up quickly, but not quickly enough, because the next second, I was dragged into an excited embrace. When I finally emerged, quite flustered, I saw it was Leon. "Myran. Wild One. You're still here, and it is good to see you again!" he exclaimed.

      I almost choked in shock. There he was. He stood in front of me with the biggest grin on his face, which was quite different than his usual more serious, intense look. Despite myself, I started smiling as well. “Leon, it is good to see you again. I want to hear all about where you have been and what kept you for four years.” I found myself excited, and words tumbled out; I was happy to see him again after all.

      “Me?” Leon laughed. “Oh, I have good news that delights me through and through, but someone will want to see you. Come on.” He grabbed me by my elbow and started pulling me through the kitchen. “You remember Halender!”

      It was at that moment I touched my hair, trying to tell if it was wild and crazy, and then my face, I supposed it had crumbs or flour on it or something, and finally my dress. Leon was too excited and would not stop. He talked rapidly as we walked, gesturing with his hands. “We were walking up back here to the fortress, and I told Hal you would not have left and that you'd still be here. He supposed, knowing you to have come from the woods, that you would most likely return there after a year or two. Well, I proved him wrong; he will be shocked to see you!”

      By now I was blushing furiously. There were a thousand thoughts in my head. He thought of me. I wondered why he thought of me. Why were they talking about me? Why would he assume I left? Did he want me to leave? What would he think now? He obviously saw me yesterday, but he didn't look excited to see me then. He did think about me after all. But why? If it had been up to me, I would have pulled free and gone to hide in a corner. I desperately wanted to be back with the children, listening to their mindless prattle, holding them close, singing softly to them, and telling them long tales. But, no, I was taken out of the kitchens to another room close by, which was, of course, full of those talking and eating and laughing and singing and being altogether too loud and noisy. And that was when I saw him again, talking to a beautiful little female Cron. She had long blond hair and sparkling eyes, but she smiled when she saw Leon, which left me staring at Halender.

      When I looked at him, suddenly I did not know why I dragged my feet to see him again; there he was, as always. This time he was not dressed for travel, and he was actually weaponless. He looked down at me, right in the eyes, and said, “Myran.” His voice was quite soft and gentle; there was a question in his tone.

      “Halender,” I replied, suddenly glad to see him. “Welcome back.”

      He seemed as if he wanted to say something else, but Leon interrupted. “I told you she was still here. Now let's sit down and have a nice talk. We have to catch up. Oh, and Myran.” I noticed he had his arm around the female Cron. “I want you to meet my princess, Rena. We were happily married before returning to this fortress here in the safe lands of the east.”

      “Leon and Rena, congratulations,” was all I could say before we were ushered to a table in the quietest corner of the room. Leaka suddenly appeared, plopping down rolls and drinks in front of us.

      “I would like to hear of the world and what goes on,” I told Leon and Halender. “And especially of your travels and what kept you away these four years.”

      “I would like to hear what kept you here these four years.” Leon laughed.

      “Leon.” Rena touched his arm and smiled. “He is such a tease, Myran; you'll have to excuse him.”

      Leon, a tease? This was not the Leon I knew who always seemed to be sighing and dreaming of the east. I looked from Rena to him and thought it amazing what love could do to one.

      “At least tell me how you two met then,” I went on. I couldn't get enough of stories, but I did finally dare to sneak a peek at Halender.

      “Well, Hal and I have been building houses,” Leon started out.

      I noticed Halender jumped, and then he gave Leon a panicked sort of look. “Tell her about your hut,” he stressed.

      “I don't know if I should be saying this.” Leon grew a bit more serious. “But coming to this fortress, we realized something, and it's not to scare anyone here; it's just a thought. If there ever were an attack on the fortress, well, I am sure the White Steeds would do a great job defending its solid stone walls and beating back the Black Steeds. The fact of the matter is, we are all here, and if the Black Steeds did get in ever...Well, all the White Steeds are here. I see the point in hiding scattered throughout the lands, as well as I see the point in uniting here.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. My bright and exciting world turned a shade darker. I glanced at Halender to see if he would help, but he was still staring hard at Leon as if daring him not to say something.

      “I built a house for Rena. Well, a small, modest hut.” He grinned at her. “It's well hidden, not too far from here, but well hidden all the same. The east has a much safer feel to it; I think that, if done properly, we could hide a small family away from the Black Steeds. So, we are going to live there instead of here, but of course, we had to stop and visit before going into hiding.”

      At first, I couldn't say anything; I thought my parents would have said the exact same thing Leon said. I wondered if they had known about the fortress and how it was no place to raise children to be wild and free. I wondered why people thought it would be better to hide, right under the noses of the Black Steeds, and hope they would not be found out.

      “I know it's not exactly what one would think would be wisest,” Rena cut in. “Still, I would feel quite safe, especially knowing that my Leon will travel no more.”

      “Ah, settling down, I see,” I finally said; my thoughts were still confused. Just when I was beginning to think I might like to have Leon and Rena living in the fortress, they were leaving. Halender might as well be leaving too, and my breath went cold at that thought.

      “Don't tell me you haven't ever thought of leaving this place,” Leon prodded.

      “I didn't,” I said, trying to sneak a look at Halender. He was staring intently at me. “Until someone prompted the thought into my head this morning.”

      My mind flew back over the morning; so much had happened all at once, it seemed the longest morning of my life. I didn't want to talk about myself though and how I had more choices to make that would affect my story. I didn't want to think about the future because it seemed dark and intensely frightening. Gazing into the unknown never agreed with me anyway.

      “Why did you travel so much?” I asked instead.

      “Knowledge.” I was surprised to hear Halender speak, finally. “We only know so much, but we learn more with experience. And especially in a time like this, knowing is a great asset. It is beneficial to have an idea of where the Black Steeds are thinking of striking, the parts of the land they claim as theirs, and what they plan to seize next. Then we warn others so they can flee before all they know is destroyed. That has been our sole plan. That and hiding.”

      I liked the way he spoke; he summarized the past four years, and I understood. Even though they did not say it, I knew why the two did what they did. If I were any braver, I would, too. No one should have to experience what I did, and if they escaped from such a fate, all the better.

      “Then we had to travel to find hiding places so I could build my house.” I thought it might have just been me, but Leon actually glared at Halender for half a second. “Oh, and Myran, I don't know if you will like this. We never told anyone your secret you told us, we did not breathe a word, but we met Green People.”

      I suppose the look of shock on my face said it all.
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      It is amazing what one single day will do to one. I went from four years of living, of not over-thinking, and of immersing myself in the care of the lost orphans to my past creeping up on me. There were so many thoughts in my head; I didn't know what to do. Confusion was setting in at its worst, so many choices, so many stories, and so many thoughts and opinions were bouncing around in my head. Once Leon mentioned the Green People, I thought of a million things I should be doing with the children. I hadn't waited to hear more; I made up a good excuse and ran with it. It was easy to avoid people I did not want to see in the fortress. There were many hiding places that were all filled with different people. I sank back into my life with the children. They welcomed me with open arms, and although their small mouths were always prattling, they did not ask me questions too big for my mind to contain. All they wanted were hugs or someone to nestle up close to them and hum while they slept.

      If Shelo could tell I didn't think much of the visitors, she didn't say anything. I'd heard enough about choices and leaving and staying and hiding and safety. Shelo was good in that way; she knew when I wanted to talk and when I wanted everything to stay still and quiet. More often, she would pass me little sleeping Leina, and something about that tiny babe relaxed me and filled me with wonder. I didn't have to worry about anything. I realized it was easy when I was a child. There was nothing to worry about and no choices to make.  I had the ability to just be, and to be loved. If I started thinking about childhood, I thought about the Iaen, and my mind wanted to block that out.
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        * * *

      

      It was maybe a couple of days later when I saw Halender slip into the room. He didn't even look around for me, but he started playing with the children all rough and tumble. As much as I wanted to scoot over to Shelo and tell her to tell him to leave, I was also curious as to what he wanted. Instead of waiting, I stood and handed little Leina back to Shelo while he slowly made his way nearer. Halender finally glanced at me with those dark eyes, and suddenly I just wanted to be enveloped in his arms. “He didn't mean to scare you, you know,” Halender started gently.

      One minute he was tousling a child's hair; the next, standing in front of me rather anxiously. He didn't know what to do with his hands and kept clenching and unclenching them. I felt quite short and small suddenly. “I know,” I replied. I still wasn't ready to hear about the Green People though.

      “Leon is simply wild with joy right now,” he went on.

      I could understand why; he and his “princess” looked perfectly happy together in love. I looked up at Halender; there was more he wanted to say, so much more, but he was holding off. I sighed and nodded. “Come with me. Just...come with me.” And it was I who gently led him off.

      “Myran,” he almost whispered.

      From the time I had spent traveling with him, I could tell Halendar was acting strangely. His mind was bursting with thoughts like a melon close to splitting open. If I did not finally talk to him--since apparently, that was what he wanted--he might go wild.

      I could feel him behind me as I led him to the balcony, my hidden world he had first shown me. Every time he would accidentally get too close, I felt myself grow tense. I tried to stay farther from him for he smelled like the wild and woods and made me want to go running outdoors back to my lands. So I led him to my world, a place where we both felt comfortable. Outside the wind was in a torment, stirring the treetops and singing a song through their leaves. In fact, some of the leaves were not strong enough for the wild gala and blew off, floating close to our feet. I looked out, letting the gentle feel of the wind dance all around me. The sky was clear, but it seemed like any minute the rains would come pouring down in the form of trembling crystal drops. I turned to look at Halender, and although he was not smiling, there was light in his eyes. “Do you come here often?” he asked me.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Every day, if I can. People like you and me need our silence sometimes.”

      Now he did smile and drew closer. “Do you ever think of leaving here?” That question again. I did not like it, and he could tell because he read my expression like a map. Quickly he said, “Do you still want to know of our travels?”

      I brightened. “It is true. I do love a good story.”

      Halender stretched out on the baloney floor with his back against the railings. “Will you tell me yours first?” he asked as I sat on the opposite side of the balcony.

      “I have little to say that you have not heard,” I said.

      “True, they do tell us all at the councils, but I want to hear your story from you.” He rested his head against the railings and turned his face toward me.

      A tinge of sunlight glided over his face, and I realized once and for all that the Tider sitting in front of me was beautiful and gentle, and he understood the ways of the woods and the world and... Maybe if he gave me enough time, he could thaw me. Even though I had never thought about it, I found myself attracted to him. How come I'd never seen this? So I told him of my past four years in the fortress and the children and the Mermis and tales of what the Crons were doing. I explained my confusion and of not being sure if I should leave since I came here. And then I was silent as the wind quieted and told the treetops to hush and listen to what he would say.

      “Myran.” His words had a mesmerizing sound. It was then that the wind started up again stronger than before, and cold drops refreshed my neck and arms. If he noticed the rain, he didn't say so, but he just started talking. All the while, we moved closer to each other as if by some magnetic force.

      At first, it took me a minute simply to hear his words because the way he said my name sent chills all throughout my body. His words penetrated and warmed me to the core of my being. I wanted to hear him say my name again and again as the droplets continued to fall in an odd sort of slow pattern. A leaf blew against the balcony floor, and a raindrop pinned it fast while the wind tried to rip it up. I picked it up and set it free while I listened to Halender talk. I forgot I had decisions to make and the choices that would affect the rest of my life. I forgot the rough way of the world compared with the musical, gentle ways I'd grown up in. I listened and watched his mouth move. His hair blew in the breeze, and I felt as if I never wanted that moment to end.

      “We always had to travel; it seemed to be our calling once our world came crashing down. Leon and I escaped, not without scars though. From then on, we felt it was our duty to warn others and to help them flee from the terrible troubles, which no one should ever have to face. And yet we do. What would we do if no one ever stood by us? Which is why White Steeds must band together for the protection of all.

      “I always thought I would live in the west; I never knew the east was so glorious. The Black Steeds chased us this far. They did not know what a good thing they did for us. We had heard, whispered among White Steeds, of this fortress here, and after meeting you, here is where we thought we would stop and take a rest for years at least. But, as they often do, plans changed. Others came from the west and brought news of our hometown. It seemed we had just spent months getting here, and now we should go back to see if any survived and point them this way. That was when we left again. Leon and I cannot sit easy if we know others are about to killed in cold blood, especially those with connections to our home, so we went.”

      He sighed; his eyes took on a sad twinge. “I would not say I should not have gone. I find myself at rest through knowing that I at least did go and see, although it was not what I would have wished. Winter set in on us, another fault of traveling; it is always a fight for survival. Black Steeds found us, but we escaped once again, for that time, until we found them attacking a city. Along with another band of White Steeds, we went and saved those who we could, among them was Rena, and that would explain their story. All this happened within the first year, and we found ourselves drawn farther west because the passage to the Jaded Sea was blocked for a time. We took up a nomadic lifestyle, living where we were welcome until we heard news of Black Steeds, and then we quickly moved on. There seems to be no hiding there unless one goes to the Cascade Mountains, and they will be the death of one. Compared to here, well, the east has its mythical ‘wild things’ while the west is simply eerie. There are places on the mountains one would never wish to go near, such as the Holesmoles, the Cave of Disappearance, and Werivment. Strange things have happened to those who venture too near their mysteries. To the north, on the other side of the Cascade Mountains, Castle Range and the Torrents Towers are completely overrun." His voice broke as he hastily tried to brush dark memories aside. "I always thought if the Jaded Sea were unblocked and if I could get back here… That is what kept me going.” He looked at me. His dark were eyes soft. There was more, I could tell, that he wasn't saying. The raindrops grew more insistent as if trying to draw it out of him.

      “Myran,” he whispered, sending chills throughout me. It was astonishing how the way he said one word has so much power. I realized then that we were sitting cross-legged, our knees touching. I couldn't help but feel my skin jump with the impact, slight as it was. If we learned forward, our heads would be touching. The rain was starting to pull my hair, making it damp and heavy, while Halender's long black hair began to stick to his back. “I don't want to hurt you,” he said, “if you are not ready to hear of how we did get back and who we met.”

      As much as my heart gave a sickening thud, I wanted to know. “Tell me,” I whispered urgently to him, the wind stealing my voice away with its silver wings. I had to blink swiftly to keep looking at him because droplets were now collecting on my eyelids.

      “There is so much to tell you,” he went on and paused. He glanced beyond me off into the distance, deciding which thoughts to tell me and which ones to save for later. “I could go on about the years Leon and I spent in the west, but most importantly, when we found a way to escape. We stole boats and sailed back east. We landed farther south instead of in Truemonix, closer to the Land of Lock, Locherenixzes. Dazed from the long journey and the storm, we scrambled to land and willed our way further inland in case of pursuit.” He paused again and looked away in awe. “That's when we met the tall, beautiful, and proud Green People.”

      I jumped as if a lightning bolt had gone through me. Halender gazed at me. “Yes, we met the ones who took you in and the two you grew up with.”

      Now I wasn't so much blinking back raindrops as my own tears. Why would I cry about something like that? They had ripped me away from my home and betrayed my trust. Why would I want news about them?

      “We told them how we had met you and how you were safe at the fortress. They are very wise.” He seemed as if he was about to say more and then stopped. “They told Leon and Rena where to build their hut so they could be safe for a time. They gave me hope and told me...They have ways for foreseeing, don't they?” He looked at me again; we were still close enough to see each other's eyes, although a steady film of rain teemed down around us. “They told me to tell you,” he finished with wonder, “that they will always, always...”

      “Be my guardians and friends if I should need, always,” I finished with him.

      “Myran, why did you leave them? I thought they had broken your trust...”

      I stood abruptly, feeling the need to get away. The rain mixed with my tears. I looked down at Halender, who looked up questioningly at me. He had raised a hand as if to take mine, but he paused and looked up as I bit my lip and shook my head.

      “I'm sorry.” The wind carried his words to my ears. “Will you meet me here again? Tomorrow?”

      I turned for the door, only then realizing I was soaked through and through. He filled my thoughts. He gave me too much to think about. “Tomorrow,” I replied.
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      Months. They chased each other like wild rascals destined to misbehave all in the name of frolicking fun. Most times, I was unaware of their passing because my mind was distracted in several different ways. What stood out straight and sure was my choice that became clearer in each passing day. My days were divided between spending time taking care of the children and up high on the balcony with Halender. I was drawn to him now. The games were over, and it was obvious. He grew surer of himself, and soon I knew he would tell me all that he had held back, and then I would tell him. My heart was unfolding in his hands more rapidly than I'd ever imagined. With each new day, I found myself opening up to him, almost as if I were in flower blooming anew and brighter.

      My mind could not help but slip back now and again to the Green People and what they had told me. I thought maybe they had not been so wrong. Following the protocol of their people could not be easy, even though they had banished themselves for my sake.
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        * * *

      

      It was one of those days when I reached the balcony first. I was alone in the silence of nature and the gently swirling breeze. I felt my heart give a plunge, reaching for the expanse beyond and watching the plants unfold in an exotic myriad of colors. My ears listened to the symphony of sounds arising from the trees. I longed to breathe the clean air and be alone and silent out in the wild. I was close to tumbling off the balcony and running into the thicket. The haze of fear cleared, and just when I thought I might be brave enough to fly, Halender stepped out. He took one look at me before drawing to my side, close enough so we could feel each other breathing. He brought his head near mine and gently took my face in his hands so he could gaze deep into my eyes. “I want to show you something,” he said. I remained silent, looking up at him hopefully. “It is far from here. Are you ready to leave?” he asked, holding his breath and waiting for a positive answer.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      He just looked at me, and it was if winter passed to spring and he was gazing at a dazzling sunrise. “Myran,” he whispered, “Long have I waited.”

      “Tell me,” I said, “the year is new. Tell me all.”

      “Not yet,” he whispered, still gazing at me in wonder. “When we get there.”

      “Then let's go now,” I whispered back, wondering how long I could hold his intense stare.

      He smiled at me. He was so serious yet full of life, and when he smiled, I felt the most discreet stirring of joy in my heart. I felt he could see my mind and all I held in my heart for him. It seemed as if I would lift up and fly away; there was a new buoyancy to me. I was no more than a leaf and could be blown anywhere, and I would be glad to go.

      “Myran, beautiful, wild one. That is what your name means.” One moment I was smiling up at his face, and the next I was pulled into his arms. My head lay against his heart, and I listened to its rhythmic poundings. He smelled of mountains and woods, open meadows, travel, blood, sweat, and fire. His past fears were drifting away. I could feel the vibe of happiness he gave off. I wanted to shout his name and keep on saying it every time his heart beat. I whispered his name, lost in a spring of love flowing, “Hal, Hal, Hal, Hal.”

      He pulled away for a moment to look down at my face, and there he read more than I was ever going to tell him. Without waiting, he dived in all the way to kiss me gently until I could feel joy easing out of my heart and I started laughing. The sound ripped out of my throat, startling me. It had been a long time since I had last laughed. Now it was contagious and sent Halender off on an unstoppable fit. Arms around each other, we threw back out heads and laughed, kissing between breaths, until we rained joyous tears on each other's faces.

      “We're leaving. You're coming with me.” Halender gasped. “We need never answer to this world anymore.”

      I was laughing too hard to answer, but I held on tight as he lifted me up. I felt fear had died and crashed and burned and new life was exploding all because of one Tider.
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        * * *

      

      I could not sleep that night; my mind was awake with joy. There were brilliant explosions going on in my head, and my feet barely touched the ground. I could not stop dancing and laughing. Once all the little children were tucked in, I kissed all their smooth, young, and innocent faces. I danced between their beds and cribs, and wise Shelo did not say a word. She looked at me, and she knew what went on. I was leaving and returning to the wild lands that reached out to me and delivered my love safely to me. The stars must have been twinkling and dancing; it was a glorious night. Even afterward, I could not return to my bed to sleep. I climbed high to the place where it all happened and sat out in the still darkness. He had taken my heart, locked and bonded, and gained my trust. I had unlocked the bonds that held my heart and let him in completely. He was a part of me now, and even then, I shivered with joy under the stars.
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      It was only later that I realized he had asked nothing more than that I come with him and see. It was then that a slow current of doubt pulled at my sure heartstrings, and I decided I had to talk to someone.

      I went to see Rena, Leon's blond princess; she was a bright, vibrant picture of life. Her dark past never pressed on her memory. She was always looking forward and thinking only of Leon and their life together. No one had ever heard her story, and at times, I wondered if she had erased it from her mind, the turmoil of the thoughts being too upsetting. She and Leon were never far apart, dwelling in each other's love as if that was all that was needed to sustain them. I saw the change in Leon; it was exactly what he needed. I supposed it was as much the same as for Rena; they lived only for each other. Yet they were not to stay in the fortress. It was the year 922, and they had been at the fortress for the past eight months. I did not wonder what kept them; I never needed to know until I went to see Rena.

      I found her downstairs near the meeting rooms. She bounded over to me and caught my arms in a whirlpool of joy with a smile lighting her face. Excitedly, she exclaimed, “Hal and Leon told me. I am thrilled. Now we can leave together!”

      Together? I was slightly taken aback. I did not know anything about the plans, such as when we were leaving or whom we were taking with us.

      “You must come see the house which Leon built,” Rena went on. A bright simile covered her face and she whispered confidently, “He doesn't know it yet, but he will be a father before the year is over.”

      I still did not know what to say. “Rena, how happy you must be.” I gently hugged her. “I wonder when we will leave then. I will be glad to go.”

      “Ah, leave this glorious place. Yes, it is beautiful. I am glad to have come before departing into hiding. Come. Let's find Leon and Hal; they will know more.”

      “Rena,” I said, following her. “It's not like he promised me anything.”

      She stopped and turned to look at me. “Yes he did,” she replied.

      I looked at her, narrowing my eyes. “But you don't know that. You weren't there.”

      “I know. I know what he will show you. Besides, some promises do not need words.”

      For some reason, I believed her. When I saw Hal again, even before he saw me, I felt that halo of warmth and security. I knew, and every shadow of a doubt fled, but I could not rush into his arms in a crowded room. We drew near, and I could hear Leon talking. “Winter grows. The white chill sweeps over all the land, numbing it. It would be folly...” He trailed off when he saw us, and his face swept into a light of his smile. “Hal told me,” he announced, looking at me, although Hal stood right there. “You're coming with us!”

      I nodded, glancing at Hal. “Yes, and when are we leaving and who is coming with us?” I asked. I wanted to know our destination, too, but I refrained from asking, leaving the question burning on the top of my tongue.

      “Come. We must go someplace quiet where we can talk,” Hal suggested.

      We trailed off to the hall of windows, and there we planned our journey. I did not know if I would ever see the fortress again or all I ever knew there. I thought of the wide, white halls and majestic sweeps of its arches and doorways. I also thought of the great doors and strange carvings as well as the winding staircases. I thought of the Mermis dancing and talking, the mice singing shrilly as they carried barrels, the uproarious laughter of Crons, and the fervent discussions full of passion. Last of all, I thought of the children and how they would grow up without me. I knew, and I was right. Five years after I had first reached the fortress, I set off again and left behind that crowded but certain life and all the fortress held for me—companionship and safety—all because of one Tider who offered me more. I found myself falling and diving, more than eager, in love with him with a frenzied passion.

      Love is a phantom not readily understood. It can be studied and experienced for hundreds and hundreds of years, and still little can correctly convey what exactly are the ingredients for this feeling. Even so, every experience is felt differently, from the wild and passionate lovers to the calmer, sweeter lovers. My experience was that it burned like a never-ending fire that scarred terribly when it was put out. In fact, it never ended; it simply burned.
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            WHAT LOVE BUILT

          

        

      

    

    
      The cool green grass cushioned my bare feet as I glided smoothly over the blades and leaves. I held tight to the warm hand in mine, not from fear, but just because I liked to hold on and feel him near. Only Hal and I were walking through the forest. Not just any forest either, but the forest of Shimla, home of the Iaen. We had not met any, yet I felt nervous being so close to where I grew up. It seemed we had a strange code of no disturbance. For now, we were close to the Land of Lock, Locherenixzes, and when we left the shaded canopy of trees, we would be there. Whatever it was that Hal had to show me was held secret and secure by the Land of Lock. Hal had promised me this was as far as we'd go, no farther.

      We were perfect together. Our natures intertwined: my curiosity, his knowledge, and our strong desires. We knew and words reaffirmed. We fit perfectly. We were the missing piece of each other's souls, pure strength and devotion. It was only a matter of time as I held tight to his hand.
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        * * *

      

      We had left the fortress in April with Leon and Rena. We rode four white horses who volunteered, for white horses are among those talking animals. We rode through the rolling hills of Sanga San to the house that Leon had built for Rena. He was quite proud of it, and she found delight in its loveliness. It was in the center of a thick grove; light formed a happy circle around the grove and the house. Despite the fact that it was empty for the past year, it was stocked with food. The couple would last a long time there. Leon was over ecstatic to be a father and took the greatest care of Rena. He took so much care that, in fact, it became apparent that the two would not travel on with us. Instead, they obtained a promise from us that we would return and stay with them for a few months after their child was born. As much as I missed Rena's companionship, I was comfortable with Hal all to myself. We set off in July, and much later that month, we found ourselves wandering in the woods. Hal told me he would take me straight there, and we would not go beyond the sea.
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        * * *

      

      The trees opened before us, waving their branches as if bowing. The silence from the Iaen felt strange. I still heard the occasional bird song and scolding in the thickets, but still, I would have thought they would have been upon us. Hal and I had tried to stay on the outskirts of their woods for everyone knows the sacredness of the lands of the creatures of the wood. None dare risk the challenge of meeting their arrogance. But finally, the forest opened, and we had reached the end of Shimla. A gentle wind stirred the shadows, but we were not quite clear of the shade to enjoy the sunlight. We walked out to the Land of Lock, and a grassy hill rose before us. Long shoots of grass were bending, straightening, and then waving at us. Hal stopped and turned to face me, pulling me close. “It lies over that hill,” he said almost nervously. I still smelled the piney tang of the forest; he smelled like the wild. “Close your eyes,” he said.

      I went as still as a frightened bird and closed my eyes. Beams of sunlight danced on my face. I knew I was on the verge of smiling when Hal scooped me up in his arms and carried me off. “I'll tell you when we get there,” he said.

      I cushioned my head against his shoulder and listened to the world. It was alive and unafraid for it was safe here. I could feel it. Invisible walls penetrated this land, and I felt calm. He walked up the hill and down it. Soon full sunlight hit my face, and I smiled under its warmth. Hal stopped and gently put me down on flat ground. He put an arm around my waist to steady me. “Open.”

      The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was his face, and then I had no time to read his expression because beyond him I saw a hut. It rose out of the ground, standing proud; it was new and well built. Flowers budded around it, opening their colorful faces to greet summer and usher in fall, while white butterflies flew around them. I was still frozen in shock and wonder, staring at the house that Hal built for me. This must mean...I looked from him to the house while excitement continued to mount and bubble within me. I ran up to the house, touched its smooth walls, looked at the door, and touched its handle. But before opening it, I looked at Hal and walked back to him unbelievingly. “Hal, you built me a house?” I tried not to let my voice break as I took his hands. “You built me a house,” I whispered again. “Hal, I love you,” I blurted out, kissing his hands. “Show me.”

      He took me by the hand and led me up to the house. He pushed open the door. I saw one great room with a table and chairs and a fireplace over in a corner. The hut was small, cozy, and perfect. There was even a short winding flight of stairs up to another floor with two tiny rooms across from each other. They were complete with beds, pillows, and blankets. I could not say anything, but all the joy radiated on my face. He looked at me and smiled. Then he gently pulled me back downstairs to where all the food was stored, and a life of hiding was waiting for us. I could barely believe he would do this for me. What does one say to such a gift? I had no words.

      He led me outside, and we sat down among the flowers, letting the grass cushion us. He pulled me down close to him, letting the wind ruffle and pull at our hair. He put his arms around me and stared into my face. The sensual fragrance of flowers overwhelmed me as I waited for him to speak. The white butterflies danced around our faces, and I felt something important was about to take place.

      “We came here after crossing the treacherous sea,” Hal began, “and upon the shores of Lock, we were wrecked. The winds were too strong, and our boat could not take it anymore. Driven by wind and waves, we crashed senselessly and lay upon the beach until a calm morning found us cold, wet, and destitute. We had lost even our last drops of food. Weaponless and doomed, we dared to creep forward into this land, not knowing what fate awaited us. It was Leon's idea at first to enter Shimla. He said although the ‘wild things’ would haunt us, it was better than being slaughtered by Black Steeds in cold blood. We were easy targets. So we strayed into the forest and lost ourselves in their penetrating tangle, and that was when they found us. They were tall, pale, and shimmering green, but they were beautiful, and when I heard their voices…” Here he paused. His eyes, which stared far away, turned to concentrate on mine. “I thought of you,” he finished. I looked into his somber face. How could he have loved me so soon? After so short a period? “They questioned us beyond the point of exhaustion,” he went on, “wanting to know everything about the west, where our journeys took us, and what we were doing in regards to the scrimmages between the Black Steeds and White Steeds. When we mentioned the fortress, their large ears quivered, and it was after that they decided to take us farther in and provide food and shelter. We regained our strength there, but we did not feel so privileged as to explore the woods. Our hosts were gracious and gave us an overabundance of provision for our return to the fortress, but they still wanted to know more. One night, they summoned Leon and me, took us off to a separate glade in the wood, and questioned us closely. It was then we admitted to meeting you. We told them we met ‘one who is like you and grew up in your lands of safety before leaving.’ They asked where you were now, and then they announced they were your guardians. So far, no names had been exchanged, but they asked if we spoke of one called Myran. When they realized we had found you, they were silent. Finally, they gave us a message to deliver to you if our paths ever did cross again.”

      My mind jumped back to their song and the message Hal had delivered to me: “always.”

      “Later they asked us what we wanted, granting us a boon for all their questioning, so it seemed. Leon, newlywed back then, asked for safety for his impending family. I, knowing my only wish was to see you again, said nothing.” He stopped again and looked at me. “When I went away after those six months, I don't know what it was, but I wanted to see you again and tell you that I love you, but it was too late then. I thought by the time I returned, you would be married or long gone from that captive world. Leon convinced me to build you a house, even if I never saw you again. I need never see the house again. And I felt...I felt as if I were causing myself a world of pain, but the Green People suggested I build here and Leon build in Sanga San. We left Rena in the care of the Green People, hard as it was for Leon to tear himself away, and we both took long journeys away to build our homes. Even though Leon and I offered to help each other, we ended up building separately. It was a hard, long, and lonely process, but the Green People guaranteed us safety for a long while so we kept on. They have the power of foreseeing; I trust them.”

      His eyes asked me the silent question: why had I forsaken them? The Iaen were wonderful. But I was not ready to tell him it was all because of myself that I had left. “It was a long year,” he went on, “but when the house was built, I was satisfied. Then I realized how much time had passed, and I dived into the woods, eager to find Leon and Rena and leave for the fortress immediately. Only, they found me first.” He smiled at the memory. “The Green People came and told us they would take care of everything else, which I supposed meant the food and flowers because I had no hand in it. Leon and Rena came to see this house, and then the Green People led us to the other side of Shimla on a swift journey that revealed none of their secrets. When we reached the end of the forest, the Green People told us goodbye and that if we ever came this way again, we would surely meet. I knew they saw a long way ahead, and I asked them what they foresaw, but they only shook their heads and bade us remember to give you the message. We set off for the fortress then, adding some Crons to our group on our way. Each day, a feared anticipation rose in me to see you, to hold you, to love you, to see your beautiful face again, and to hear your voice. I wanted to bring you here, show you the house, and ask you to marry me. And you said yes to coming.” He looked down at my hands and then back up at me. Cupping my face in his hands, he said, “Marry me, Myran.”

      Promises. All those promises. I wanted nothing. I had everything frozen in eternal bliss. I felt the world spin around me, and I was still. My heart was full. “Yes,” I replied, and if the world had held its breath, it now exploded into life. Even as we kissed, sealing our promise, I knew they were coming.
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        * * *

      

      White butterflies danced around our faces, and wildflowers circled us. I saw them out of the corner of my eyes. They were tall, pale, beautiful, and dressed in flowing and shimmering colors. They drew near to us. The Green People circled us, and I saw among them Luthín and Tilyon. They just looked at me. The kind and gentle expression on their faces told me they were pleased, and I felt all was forgiven and washed away. I held tight to Hal's hands as we stood and faced them. The solemn ceremony would begin soon. Younger ones drew near and placed crowns of flowers on our heads. White petals were tossed through the air, and somewhere faint and distant, a joyous melody was bubbling forth. The wind stirred the leaves, the grass bowed at our feet, and the multitude of Green People formed an aisle for us. One stood in front, and I thought I recognized him, one of those Green People from long ago, who had presided while Luthín begged for my fate. Tremlore. They were tall sober, and full of strength, but not all was silent and cold. There was light in their eyes as they heralded our marriage.

      Hal held out his hand. I hesitated for the briefest second; everything was happening so fast. It was not that I didn't want it because I did, more than anything. Surprise slowed me down. How had he thought this all out? How had he loved me four years ago? My mind was still having a hard time wrapping around it. “Come with me. Just come...” he whispered. I stood and almost fell into his arms. Then I straightened my dress, brushed my hair back, took his hand, and faced the Green People. It was then that I noticed the air was full of white petals that were floating down to cover the grass, landing on our heads, and grazing our clothes. It was as if a summer snow was falling, a snow of petals. Hal and I stood at the end of the line, and I felt like royalty from far away being paid a high honor as the Green People bowed their heads for us and paved the way to welcome us home.

      Hal held my hand tight and glanced at me, almost nervous. “Are you ready?” he asked. He was still waiting for me. I felt the years drop away. It had been five years since I had first met him, and he'd been waiting ever since.

      “Yes,” I answered, savoring every last step of our separate lives and trying to keep the moment and notice everything. We walked forward.

      The strings continued to play a long and drawn out song, which made me think of wildflowers dancing and all creatures of the wood drawing together in one beautiful union. The wind stirred the white petals, and the white butterflies flew ahead of us down the lawn. The house was left behind as we walked up to the top of the hill. There among the tall grass, wildflowers, and strange creatures of the wood, I married Halender, and I thought my heart would burst and fly into a million pieces from the joy that overwhelmed my soul. Even though the Green People lifted up their voices in one wild, joyous song, it seemed the world disappeared while Halender and I stared at each other. When he took me into his arms, I thought we would never let go of each other. Every heartbeat, every breath, every thought, and our lives were intertwined. We lived solely for each other and each other alone.
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      I woke and thought I dreamed. I slept and knew I dreamed. Every time he was still there with his arms around me and his breath tickling my neck and my arms, and my response was to snuggle closer. I'd never grow tired of kissing him; we were always touching, even around the hut, we had our hands clasped and our arms around each other. We were delirious with joy, sometimes wondering if we had slipped through a tear in the fabric of life and found our own happiness. We had no notion of time; fall slipped away, and winter froze the grass. All was covered in white with no traces of the enchanting green. Slowly, spring began to melt winter's icy heart, turning the sparkling snow into pools of water to nourish the thirsty ground. Days, weeks, months, and another year passed: 923. All the while, we simply held on to each other, unaware, letting time stay frozen from the time we had swept inside after the Green People had left to the sunrise one spring day. We realized we had all we needed. The world could live without us, content in its own misery. With Halender, I forgot the fear pressing on my heart and the nervous flight to hidden places of safety. I forgot that the world was cold and it ripped away all one has simply because the Black Steeds had full control. Daylight poured through our windows, and safe in each other's arms, we could watch night fall and feel no fear. It was then I discovered just how powerful love is, and there was no describing the fire that burned within me. I was full of love for him. I was swimming, nay, drowning in it, and still, I could not get enough of him.

      923. It was absolutely the best year of my life, and also the worst, but I liked to remember the beauty of it all, even though I missed much of the year in my hut because I was staring at Hal's arresting eyes. There were times when we did not even speak because we knew. We would sit on the hill and watch the sun rise or set, amazed at the indescribable beauty surrounding us. We saw through glazed lenses for everything was beautiful.

      It was nearly summer when I realized that almost a year had passed, and I had yet to repair my friendship with the Iaen.  The Green People had come to see us married, and when the marriage was official, they drifted away. We barely noticed them disappear, and I had not seen them since. I felt compelled to find my way out of the hut to their woods, seek them out, and exchange words. It was obvious how they felt about us because they gave us this land where we lived so close to them at the end of their woods.

      One morning, I woke and broke the constant contact with my husband. “Hal,” I whispered, “I must go see the Iaen. There is much which needs to be said.”

      He looked at me, kissing me gently. “For strength,” he said, knowing it was not easy for me to go back. It was uncanny the way he understood me.

      I felt lost without him as I wound my way outside away from the hut and into the warm air. The wind stirred me, rushing me off to the forest as if it knew my mission. I walked up the hill and glanced back at the top. Hal stood watching me with a smile on his face. It felt natural for me to stop and smile back at him before drifting down the hill, the hill we were married on, to the forests to interrupt their privacy and intrude on their hidden paths. Would they know I was coming? I had a feeling they would as the shadows enveloped me. I shivered for just a minute, getting used to the chill of the forests and the shadows playing hide and seek with the sunlight. I moved forward cautiously, so as not to disturb the woodlands. I was searching, unafraid, but I knew the courtesy of their lands. For once, wild, bitter memories did not overwhelm me; I was secure, confident, and moving forward. I had to see them again. I had to let my guardians know I did not begrudge them anything, and I accepted their offer, for they had been more generous toward me than I had been to them. It was not my wish to leave behind a debt of ingratitude.

      Farther in I crept, the sunlight filtered through somehow, and the trees opened their branches, waving before me. My feet sought and found the hidden paths that led me to the glade. As if they were waiting for me, there they were. My eyes were drawn to a child, one different somehow from all other Green People, and yet one of them. She had long curls that had more of a blond color than any other Green Person's. She was perhaps three years old and ran back and forth, chasing butterflies and playing with wildflowers; she was a happy child. I looked up at Luthín and Tilyon, astonished, for I had assumed it would be impossible for them to have children; it never escaped my mind. They stood together, tall and magnificent, but genuinely glad to see me.

      I realized then it had been six years since I had last spoken with them, and yet the first words out of my mouth were: “She is lovely. What is her name?”

      I felt their pride and their forgiveness flow as Luthín walked towards me. “Her name is Ellagine,” she replied and placed her hands on my shoulders.

      Still feeling the halo of security, I embraced her, and I felt everything between us melt away into a steadfast always. “I'm sorry,” I said. “I should have never lost trust.”

      “You were angry,” said Luthín, “and you had every right to be. It all was unfair, but look, it turned out for the best. We are together again.”

      Luthín led me to the far side of the glade, and we sat watching Tilyon play with his exquisite daughter under the shady boughs. The joy in the thicket was so intense that I imagined I could see it bouncing among the leaves, dancing between blades of grass. I only wished that I had brought Hal with me. “Where is he? Your love?” Luthín asked.

      “At home where the forest ends,” I replied, “I did not dare to bring him...yet.”

      “Ah, and you should. He has safe passage through here just as much as you do. The time is coming when all Iaen will not in hostile actions drive out the mortals but rather welcome them in. You have only started the beginning, Myran.” She smiled.

      “I know the power the creatures of the woods hold and the strength of it. I would not want to break their laws here, but Hal and I are honored to live on the edge of these boundaries. We've realized the gift.”

      Luthín was quiet for a minute and then said, “Myran, I must tell you that there is another house that is built closer to the Jaded Sea. It is still within the Land of Lock. It is a haven for those who cross the sea and find themselves shipwrecked on the shores. It is far inland though and hidden...”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked, suddenly feeling warned.

      “In the case that you or anyone else should need it, you will know it is there.”

      The thought passed and left. I thanked her and let that knowledge slip from my mind; it was useless.
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        * * *

      

      The fireflies were out and lit my way back as I threaded through the trees back home to my love. I was gone one day, and already I missed him. I thought my heart would explode with my desire to see him. I fairly flew through the forest out over to the hill. When I reached the top, I could see a light shining, and he stood in the doorway, watching and waiting for me. I could smell the fragrance of flowers and the dewy scent of nightfall. I felt the cool rush of wind as I walked into his arms. I thought I would never let go again.
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        * * *

      

      One morning, Hal woke and, realizing how summer was beginning to pass, looked at me and announced, “We must keep our promise and go visit Leon and Rena.”

      “Ah yes.” My mind sparked at the idea. “They will have their child by now.”

      Hal smiled at me; I could see in his eyes that he was asking me when we would have ours. I did not know it then; I could not tell him: nine months. I just took his face in my hands and promised, “One day. Now come. The Iaen will want to see us, and we must meet them together.”

      One morning, we packed up and were on our way north to Sanga San. It was a lengthy journey, but we were excited and well prepared. We stopped to see Tilyon and Luthín and their blue-eyed Ellagine. They guided us through the enchanting wood until we reached the warm land of sunshine, wild fields, blue skies, and rolling hills. There we bade the Green People farewell for a time and set off to find our friends. Those were golden days; we traveled, talked, told stories, sang songs, and shared our knowledge. Even though Black Steeds were abroad, we saw none and could tell no harmful stories. One day, a herd of white horses crossed our paths and volunteered to carry us on to our destinations. With the wind blowing in our hair and the thunder of hooves all around us, we were carried to a grove, and there our swift companions left us. Hal and I took hands and started through the thick trees.
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        * * *

      

      It was quiet. The wind sang lullabies to the trees, but no birds moved, nor did animals rustle the undergrowth. At first, it seemed an empty place, as if we would never find the rustic hut with smoke curling out of its chimney to lose itself among the treetops. It was a silent wonderland until we did come to a glade. The quiet hut appeared like a secret revealed. It had wildflowers and grass growing around its edges; it was a charming place. Hal held my hand as we walked up to the hut and knocked upon the door. All was silent as we waited.

      Suddenly the door was thrown open, and Rena stood there in shock. “Why look at you. What a sight for sore eyes. I thought I'd never see you again!” Excitement overwhelmed us, and she ended up squeezing us both and dragging us into the house. She called, “Leon! Leon! Look! It is Hal and Myran; they finally returned to see us!”

      Leon was in the midst of scooping a little child away from the fire, but when he saw us, he quickly deposited the child on the floor again and came running over with a smile. “Hal! Myran! Welcome to our home!” There was a blur of hugs, animated talking, and laughter. When all calmed down enough for us to see the decorations of their home and the tidy layout, Rena picked up the child and brought him forth. “This is our son,” she said. And he was, obviously, a mix of both of them. He had Rena's eyes and Leon's blond thatch of hair. He was a grinning, chubby boy of about a year. He smiled and laughed into my eyes, hurting my heart and making me want one of my own to grasp in my arms.

      “He's beautiful,” I said. “What did you name him?”

      “Léthin. He's always happy.” Rena smiled.

      “And a handful besides,” Leon added, laughing and tousling the babe's blond hair.

      “Léthin,” Hal repeated, and I got the strangest feeling once again. This child had something to do with a much bigger future, but the idea was too large to contain, and quickly, I brushed it aside, wondering at how his name reminded me of the Green People.

      Eagerly we settled into the comfortable home of friends to eat and laugh together. We discussed the world and what state it was taking on and whether we would be hiding forever or coming out to rejoice because of the appearance of the One, although that idea seemed a lost dream of long ago. I must admit I had lost faith in all that, yet love kept me sane and holding on, brushing away any stagnant remains of fear. I was full and happy. I was even happier to catch up with old friends and talk of what a long year had passed, what had taken place in our separate worlds, and the loneliness but safety of living in hiding in homes that love had built.

      Words cannot explain the enchantment of that time as days drifted into weeks. Each morning, we woke to the fresh smell of flowers and hazel and drank warm tea to calm our spirits before venturing out into the daylight. There was the sensation of life; it was all around us. We enjoyed each other’s company and the optimistic words that were spoken and the riotous laughter that followed. It was even amazing to see the life of a child: growing, exploring, learning, and discovering. Léthin was a Cron in every sense. He was a young and happy one, growing up in the safe boundaries of love and protection. We slept to the pattern of one another's breaths and were warmed by each other's arms, and soon I realized Hal and I would have our own little one to love, to teach, and to protect. The joy of that discovery was unfathomable. I whispered secrets to Hal; I told him he would be a father before spring fell on the year 924, and in his excitement, he thought we should go home and never stray a step so that I could be at peace in my own world when the child was born. I was content though to stay with Leon and Rena and little Léthin until autumn came and warned us, and with autumn, tidings came.
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        * * *

      

      We had forgotten, or so it seemed, the dire plight of others and simply lived in our happy endings, cut off from the knowledge that had sent us roaming out in the world so wide. Now, white horses came again, and with them, they brought Crons. Stealthily they snuck into our peaceful world and awoke it with horrors from the west; the Black Steeds had struck again.

      It was one of those beautiful fall days. I woke to see the leaves falling, and the strong piney scent of the forest reminded me of home. I sang softly as I wandered into the kitchen, helping Rena to prepare the first meal. We laughed as we thought of last year at this same time. We were perfectly happy with our loves, and we were happier now to be together. Life brought contentment; there was nothing to even echo the fierce chaos that we were safely hidden from. I heard the thunder, faint at first, but still it caused me to pause. “What's wrong?” Rena asked.

      I cocked my head to one side, listening, and then, instead of running to the window to look, I started backing away. I did not like it. Thunder had everything to do with my life story: it had stolen my parents, brought the Green People, been my childhood companion, and delivered me safely into the hands of Leon and Hal. Still, I backed away, for I knew what power it held: the power to destroy. Even as Rena scooped up Léthin and called Leon and Hal, the white horses entered the glade. They were only White Steeds, but still, a heavy fear started to parade before my eyes. How could they find us? No one knew of the hut in the glade, yet on they came. They were a host of Crons, armed to the teeth, stout, and sober, looking for wisdom. With them, they brought knowledge, more than we wanted to know. I drew near to Hal and held onto his tunic with shaking hands as they walked toward the door. He wrapped his arms around me as Leon firmly held on to Rena's hand. Only Léthin did not care; he was too small to know what harm could come.

      How could I forget? Life is larger than simply one person or even five. Stepping outside of the circle of events can cause a shift in the happenings. We are all part of a grand puzzle and a great plan, and we must do our part, small as we are. Even more importantly, Leon and Hal played a grand part in this play, and it was only natural they be called upon again, much to my agitation. One cannot slip away unnoticed and not do one’s part. We did our part once, and now we were trying to slip into retirement from the cares of the world. Only, if we had ceased to care about the world, it had not ceased to think of us as its inhabitants and wanted us back once again to take care of the problems that were ever arising.

      I hid my face and listened as they knocked and were admitted. They spoke of the west and how a new horror had risen. The Dark Figure was in full rampage, slaying others unmercifully, Black and White Steeds alike. We must go and rescue those we could and bring them back to the fortress. Protection for the White Steeds should not go unnoticed. As much as we fended for ourselves in this dark world, should not we go when a cry for help was sent up? Should not we run to the rescue if asked? If we saw others dying and did not help, did that mean we would escape? Or would the cold sword of death still swing our way?

      Hot tears drifted down my face and faded into Hal's tunic. His strong arms held me, and I never would forget that moment. My ear, attuned to his heart, felt it beat and quicken. If I had stood in his place, full well knowing, would I have done the same? Would I have gone, knowing? I held on as tight, feeling our anguish bleed into each other's, knowing what was right and denying the feelings. Why could not love be enough? Why must we got out and save others? Why do all desire the same fate, to know love and safety and protection? And why do those who have it see fit to give it out to others. I felt like everything I knew would explode. Everything was shaken loose; nothing was held sure anymore. I knew, because he was a part of me; he was too intertwined to be ripped away. I knew he would go.
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            FIRE FROM FLAME

          

        

      

    

    
      “Myran, I love you. You know this more than I ever could say. You understand deeper than I could explain. You know. I know,” he whispered in my ear, holding me close.

      “Time is too short. This is all too cruel. But you will return before the first buds of the spring, and you will hold your child. I understand. I know. You know,” I told him, hope stirring in my heart.

      “Listen, they will soon be here. I have planted an elm. Even as the depths of winter come, think of me. Then, as you see it bravely strive on to life, look.”

      Indeed, he had planted a small elm tree that was barely taller than I was. It was at the corner of the house under a window of the room that would belong to our child. I looked at the freshly turned dirt. Like my heart, it was uprooted and never would be the same again. I drew a breath and I shivered. I did not want to let go and watch him walk away. I knew how hard it was for him to do the right thing and to go to the rescue of those in the west. Why would he sacrifice his wishes for theirs? How could he be so selfless?

      “Myran,” he whispered. I turned around in his arms to face him, and that was when it began to burn. We stared into each other's eyes for the longest time, and then we passionately and deeply kissed each other goodbye. It seemed as if time would rip us apart. Time is cruel and none too gentle with our feelings. We were together two years and married for only one and a half; it was all too short.

      “Remember that I love you.” His voice was cracking now. I saw tears pooling in his dark eyes.

      “Remember, I shall feel your love Never forget I hold you dear in my heart. Do you need more proof?”

      He held my face in his hands and looked at me for a long time. “Myran, dear Myran, no words are enough then.”

      “I shall wait for you,” I told him, “by the sea, along with Luthín and her daughter Ellagine; there we shall abide, waiting for you and Tilyon to return with all the White Steeds. We shall be in the hut by the Jaded Sea, and when you return, never again will there be a parting.”

      “I shall return by route of the sea. I shall come back to my love and my life, by the strong roots of the elm tree. Myran, I promise I will come back.”

      But he never did. We said goodbye, not simply for a few months, nor for that year. We said goodbye for life, and had I known it at that time, I would have gone wild.
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        * * *

      

      Leon had not gone. Rena cried and begged and pled and pointed at her son, and even though I offered to stay with her or bring her to the safe haven of the Iaen or to my home, she was completely distraught. It was as if her past came to face her, and the horrors alone were enough to drive her mad. Leon's fate was settled; he was safe from the pulls of life because he had been there and done his part; he was set free. Hal and I had said goodbye to the carefree months we spent in their company, and we had ridden off in the company of Crons to face our future. Autumn continued to spread throughout the land as we rode back to Shimla. At the edge of the forest, we bade the Crons wait while we crept forward to find the Green People. They were hidden and did not come to our call; they turned their backs on the world of mortals once again. Only my guardians would step forward, and even in this, they caught only a hazy foreboding and could not tell if the future would appear clear or dire. Sometimes they could reach forward into the future but could not see all. In spite of the cloudiness of the vision, Tilyon offered to go with the White Steeds. The other Iaen would be of no help; they were content to live their lives hidden amongst the trees. They were safe from harm for their forest would protect them. It was only true to their nature, and I could only envy them the ability to say no, but their lack of courage was frowned upon by many a Cron.

      So it was decided. They would leave at the end of October and run to the rescue while the cold would hinder them from being followed. It was the surest plan they could come up with; it was a plan that would turn my world upside down. Luthín was calm as she accepted Tilyon's decision to go with them, but I knew she was upset as she turned to me, keeping her golden daughter close at hand. It was she who proposed going to the hut by the Jaded Sea to keep watch, and I agreed, telling her my child would be born while they were away. She was surprised and happy that she could be there for me. It seemed strange that the one who raised me should have a child only four years older than mine. So it was that Luthín turned from mothering guardian into a friend.
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        * * *

      

      In the end, the company left from my home. It was hard to tear ourselves away, but Hal and I broke contact. With one last desperate glance, he mounted his horse and galloped away with the White Steeds. I was left standing by the elm tree, and Luthín came to stand beside me. She put a hand on my shoulder, and I saw that she was crying as well. Silent tears ran down her face. Her daughter, Ellagine, held her hand and watched as the cloud of dust disappeared. “Mama, where is father going?” she asked. She was so innocent; her babyish voice still trying to form the words and sounds correctly.

      “Into the west my child,” Luthín replied. Her voice was quiet; the music was lost from it for that moment.

      “Will he come back?” Ellagine looked up at her mother's face. Her golden hair fell about her shoulders, and her blue eyes were wide and wondering.

      Luthín squeezed her eyes shut, concentrating, as if she tried hard enough, she would be able to find the answer. Finally, she sighed, and her shoulders dropped. “I can't tell. I wish...” Her voice broke. “I wish I knew the answer.”

      “It's okay, Mama,” said little Ellagine and ran off into the grass, trying to make crowns out of their dying blades.

      Suddenly I felt sorrier for Luthín than I felt for myself. I knew we needed each other to get through the months of wondering and the months of not knowing. We had to lean on each other, and I was glad for a friend at that time. “Come,” I said, “We will go west as well to that small hut you have told me about. We shall be the beacon and wait for their return.”

      Luthín looked at me as if seeing me for the first time. She was seeing me once again when I was lost and alone, crying out for help. “Was it meant to end like this? It began with just you and me, but Myran, you are the flame, from you will come fire.”

      I remembered those words that were spoken long ago in a forgotten dream. I remembered pondering and wondering about their meaning. I looked at Luthín, but she was lost again, watching out for her child and making sure Ellagine came to no harm, just as she had watched out for me long ago. My thoughts flew back to my earlier life spent, high up among the waterfall, talking with Luthín about mysteries of life, such as love. Now I knew that I was one of them now. I was an Iaen myself, and I had fallen in love with a Tider, one of those who knows, one of the wiser of the people groups. Love was everything Luthín had explained and nothing at all. Every experience cannot be combined, but I felt it then, pounding in my heart as he grew further and further away. It got to the point where every thought of him was a small flame; it burned.
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        * * *

      

      We took our time packing up and preparing to move from my home, the house that was built out of love. Luthín assured me the hut by the sea was well stocked, and we would live there quite comfortably for even a year with no worries. I wanted to be sure, and finally, we set off heavily laden, headed for the sea. I felt like the world was falling apart around me. I saw what I had not seen long ago. It seemed a year since I had looked at the world for what it was: cursed, falling apart, and a place of fear; it was not even safe for those in hiding. It was then that the old fears started creeping in one by one, and I simply wanted to be still. I now saw the wisdom in hiding. With the White Steeds scattered across the land, here and there, the less likely we were to be found. We traveled on through the thick grasses and smaller bushes closer to the sea until we arrived at a hut, almost hidden, and that was where we made our home. It was simply one large room and a hayloft filled with old cuttings.

      The change of scenery made all the difference. Luthín and I began to perk up, and as much as our hearts longed for our mates, we were busy again, cleaning, keeping house, talking, watching Ellagine, and thinking. Now and then, we would receive a visit from one of the creatures of the wood, bearing news. Sometimes it was a Jesnidrain; other times, it was a white horse; many times it was some smaller creature, such as a squirrel or rabbit or raccoon who could travel without easily being seen. As winter deepened, this constant news was cut off. It was a relief to such me because my head was full of the killings, rumors of new Monrages being brought forth, and the determination of the Black Steeds to rule the entire world. The slaughter was massive. More were fleeing, hiding was all that was left. Hiding was the life of the White Steeds now. Just when it seemed it could not get worse and the hopelessness would continue at the turn of the year, we received the news we had been hoping would never come.

      A frightened Cron burst in one day, shaking and covered in blood. His eyes wide and bloodshot, as if he were still beholding the horror. He was soaked in his own sweat and seawater. He could not stop shaking. He had been one who had set off with our husbands. He traveled into the west to be the savior of others. Now he stood before us, drawing his last breaths and crying. “They ambushed us and slaughtered every single last of us. Both of yours were killed. I saw it with my own eyes; they are gone! And I am the only one who lived to tell the news. I knew you would want to know, to hear with your own ears. But I tell you, they are gone. The Black Steeds have gone too far. There is no hope. Run, flee, and hide from the horrors of this world! We shall all end up like them, dead. One by one, they hunt us down and kill us!”

      “Speak sense!” Luthín demanded, coming to stand over the Cron who was kneeling in the doorway, losing his strength word by word as the news he had lived to tell sucked his breath away.

      I was already backing away, knowing. My heart told me. I knew. Now it was certain. I would never see him again. Never. Never is a very long time. My mind was growing irrational. Faintly I heard Luthín inquire, “Tilyon? Halender? Tell me...”

      “Dead. They are both dead. Killed. I saw them slain with my own eyes. The swords of the Black Steeds stretch far. They are on the loose; they are determined to rid the world of White Steeds forever.”

      I knelt on the floor. The world turned black. It was only later that I realized I must have helped Luthín find Ellagine and bring her inside. I must have helped bury the Cron who died on our doorstep after he had delivered his horrible news. I must have helped lock up the house so none could enter, and then we curled up on the bed, cried into each other's arms, and then slept. I hope no one will ever know the pain that held our hearts nor the days we sat looking at each other with no desire to go on, except for the fact we knew our children needed us. It was in the midst of this dark story that somehow, instead of wasting away and instead of giving in to our impulses to jump into the sea and never rise to the top again, we held on. If I had been alone, I would have given in, but Luthín needed me as much as I needed her, and Ellagine and my unborn child needed us to live and be well. It was in the midst of that dark world, as February ended and March promised to thaw the chill, and it was to that cold world, which rips away all, that I bore a child.
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        * * *

      

      A cry split the air. A sound that had never been heard in that world sent vibrations through the air. Ellagine was climbing down from the hayloft where she had been sent, and she, now wide-eyed, came forward to see the new child. As exhausted as I felt, I was proud to look at my child, my son. He was all I had left of Halender. Already I could tell as Luthín bathed him and put him in my arms that he would be healthy and strong. He had his father's fine black hair and my emerald-green eyes. He was small and yawned sleepily into my face. Despite myself, tears of love, sorrow, and exhaustion dripped onto his soft head. I touched the thin wisps of hair and watched his green eyes close. He was going to sleep now. He was a small, tired little one. His tiny fingers curled, and he turned his face toward me, knowing already the one he should call his mother. I was proud; my heart was bursting, and I wished, blinking back tears, that Hal had lived to see his son. He would have been so proud. My throat grew tight as I thought about Hal laughing, holding me, and kissing me. I watched him sleep again and again in my mind, remembering our short life together. At least I had a son to hold and to remind me; all was not lost.

      Luthín had the strangest expression on her face as she took him from me. She looked as if she might cry. When she looked up at me with joyful expectation, I was caught off guard. “Myran, remember ‘Song?’” she asked gently.

      I never forgot, right then, what she said, nor the way Ellagine, at four years of age, stood still and looked from her mother to my son to me, taking everything in. I doubt she ever forgot that moment, no matter how old grew. When Luthín spoke, it seemed as if all held its breath to listen:

      

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

      Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed.

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

      Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

      Conqueror of Evil.

      He will come when he is young.

      He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

      He will dissolve the Green Stone.

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

      They will come out and rejoice.

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

      - Song - as told by

      Paleidir Lady of the Green People.

      Daughter of King Islider, King of the Green People.

      Wife of Legone the Swift.

      

      She looked up at me, barely daring to breathe. “He is the One that will rise up. He is the ‘finder of the Jeweled Sword, conqueror of evil.’ He is the One.”

      In shock, I stared at Luthín, wondering if sorrow had driven her out of her mind. “Him? The Great Conqueror?” I shook my head in disbelief, but Luthín was adamant.

      “He is the One.” She nodded, the joy in her face confirming what I did not want to know. It was hard to say no; she had never been wrong before.

      Suddenly I wanted him in my arms and my arms alone; he would not be snatched up by the Iaen and taken off to be the hero, only to fall to a bloody death, such as one his father had fallen to. “He's my only son; pick someone else, not him!” I told her, trying to be firm, but fear struck my voice.

      “I don't decide. The child is who he is,” Luthín said firmly, her words ringing out so decisively that I was sure a hundred Black Steeds would show up and break through the hut, determined to kill anyone who would so much as think about saving the White Steeds. I'd had enough of giving to the world. It took my parents, my life, my childhood, and, last of all, my husband. It was not about to take my child, my only child. He was all that I had left of the Tider I had married. I shook my head at Luthín, daring her to say another word; I was done with this cold world.

      Instead, she took Ellagine into her lap and sat down beside me. She asked, “What is his name?”

      I looked down at my tiny son and then back up at my best friend, my guardian, my mother, my companion, one of the Green People with foresight. I thought of all we had gone through and all we had yet to go through, and I could not be angry. I looked at her and smiled, a ray of sunlight was beginning to cross our paths. She smiled back at me, hugging her daughter tighter, and tired as I was, I knew we were going to be okay. We would make it through. I glanced down at my son again, and his name came to me suddenly, as if I had known it all along. This was the name that belonged to him. It was as I wished; it was as Halender would have wished. One word slipped past my lips: “Eliesmore.”
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EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Luthín and Ellagine stayed with Eliesmore and I until another year drifted into the past. He said his first words, he took his first steps, and Ellagine loved him. It was then that Luthín found it time to drift back into the forest, swallowed from my sight, and eighteen years passed in which I never saw them again. I was left in peace to raise my son, protecting him from the world and amusing him with stories. I was reminded of his father, always. He grew curious and adventurous, once even venturing to the sea. I found that I could return to my home that love built and the elm tree that love planted. Once again, there I made my home. My son grew healthy and strong, ignorant of who he was supposed to be: the One. I made sure because I did not want him to venture off and be killed like his father. He grew up as one of the Iaen, and I did not know whether it was due to my influence or not. He walked like one; he spoke like one. Each morning, when I woke him, he even smelled like one. And then came that day when he was nineteen years old and announced to me that he heard the call of the Iaen and must obey and must go. That was the day that I watched my son walk away, and I realized bigger things were at hand. The day had come when the immortals would become involved with mortals and when the One would rise, and I hoped that he would be strong enough.

      It was not long after he left that a stranger knocked on my door, bearing a message from my son. The messenger looked familiar, but I could not place him until he told me his name: Léthin the Optimistic, son of Leon and Rena. They had been killed by the Black Steeds long ago. Their home was found and burnt; their son escaped. I had time to ponder before they came for me. How my choices had affected the steps in my life. How my son ended up with the children of those I loved best; he traveled with Ellagine and Léthin the Optimistic. Nothing drew my surprise now; I knew it was my turn, and as I thought over my own life, I realized he was the One after all. He was the answer to all the songs the young world had poured forth in its oppression. He was the One the world was counting on, and I had raised him to be strong enough and determined enough. My son, Eliesmore, was the One, the One who would save the world. I was the Flame. He was the Fire.
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